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§  Foreword

Rula Diab
Lebanese American University (Lebanon)

Developing students’ English writing skills in the MENA region has been a 
long-standing endeavor, in view of the region’s various American-style uni-
versities, some of which are well established and date back to the 1800s and 
early 1900s, such as the American University of Beirut (AUB) and Lebanese 
American University (LAU) in Lebanon and the American University of 
Cairo (AUC) in Egypt. More recently, there has also been a steady prolif-
eration of English-medium universities and international branch campuses 
(IBCs) in the area, especially in the Gulf, as demonstrated by the Education 
City in Qatar, which houses international branches of six American univer-
sities. Together, these universities provide a headquarters for research related 
to writing pedagogy in the MENA region, research which is beginning to 
make a name for itself in writing scholarship, as exemplified in this vol-
ume. Indeed, this timely volume presents a much-needed exploration of the 
various approaches to the teaching and learning of writing taking place at 
universities in this region, in addition to a discussion of the many challenges 
faced by writing program administrators and writing faculty in this linguis-
tically, culturally, and ethnically diverse area. 

We can better understand the exegesis for this volume by considering 
how conversations about writing programs and pedagogy have evolved in 
the region, particularly in the last decade. In October 2007, a symposium on 
MENA writing centers was held in Doha, Qatar, led by Dr. Michele Eodice 
and attended by more than fifty writing program administrators, writing 
center professionals, and writing faculty from the MENA region. As direc-
tor of the AUB Writing Center at the time, I was fortunate to participate 
in this symposium and meet a large number of scholars and practitioners in 
the region interested in the learning and teaching of writing. The sympo-
sium provided a unique opportunity to network, discuss the importance of 
developing students’ writing skills, and explore writing programs and centers 
at other universities. Participants discussed various topics related to second 
language writing in general and, in particular, issues that continue to con-
front those of us who are teaching in and managing writing programs in the 
MENA region. These issues—many of which are addressed in this volume—
include the complex socio-cultural and sociopolitical dimensions of writing 
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in this multilingual region, the various challenges related to implementing 
Writing Across the Curriculum/Writing in the Disciplines (WAC/WID) 
programs, as well as administrator, faculty, and student attitudes towards 
and misconceptions about teaching writing, writing programs, and writing 
centers.

One major and immediately tangible result of the Doha 2007 symposium 
was the establishment of a regional branch of the International Writing Cen-
ters Association (IWCA)—the Middle East North Africa Writing Centers 
Alliance (MENAWCA), which has since become an influential organization 
that encourages writing research and professional networking in the MENA 
region. Although this volume is not affiliated with MENAWCA, it can be 
seen as a response to the growing professionalization of writing pedagogy 
and research in the region, which has been encouraged in part by the series 
of biennial conferences sponsored by the organization since 2007. These con-
ferences have provided space for regular conversations across national and 
institutional borders about the specific challenges and opportunities of writ-
ing pedagogy and program development in the region. The MENAWCA 
conferences in 2009 (UAE University, Al Ain), 2011 (American University of 
Sharjah), 2012 (College of the North Atlantic, Doha, Qatar), 2014 (Canadian 
University of Dubai), and 2016 (Sultan Qaboos University, Muscat, Oman) 
have explored a variety of themes, including the development of writing 
centers in the MENA region; situating and sustaining writing centers and 
serving the academic community by supporting student writing; creating 
a “writing culture;” and investigating the relationships between theoretical 
ideals and writing program, writing center, and writing classroom realities 
in the MENA region. These conferences were meaningful for me especially 
because I joined LAU and became the founding director of its writing cen-
ter, which started operating in 2010. I had the opportunity to share my expe-
rience proposing and establishing the LAU Writing Center, and I outlined 
the challenges faced (Diab, 2009, February). 

The main theme of the 2012 conference—about establishing a “writing 
culture”—stands out as a crucial one in the MENA region, which is ad-
dressed in this volume as well as in my own work: How do students and 
faculty view writing? How much writing are students doing outside the 
required writing classes? How dominant is plagiarism? How can students 
and faculty become more involved in WAC approaches? At the time of the 
MENAWCA conference, I was heavily involved in exploring such questions 
about how a “writing culture” could be fostered at LAU with the help of 
the new writing center and the English program. At the 2012 conference, I 
shared the proposed plans: offering services to the LAU community, name-



Foreword   xi

ly individualized tutorials and group workshops on specific writing topics 
that help improve students’ writing and emphasize the importance of WAC/
WID; planning to establish a formal WAC initiative, which would outline 
specific WAC policies and implement them in the curriculum as needed; 
and finally, proposing to expand writing center services by establishing an-
other branch of the writing center in the second LAU campus in Byblos. We 
also planned to offer community outreach, such as conducting workshops for 
other universities and high schools in Lebanon to help them establish their 
own writing centers and train some of their teachers to run them (Diab, 2012, 
November). There were, of course, the usual obstacles to the above initiatives, 
such as funding and concerns of some disciplinary faculty regarding their 
responsibility in teaching writing in their disciplines, as well as the role of 
the writing center (Diab, 2012). 

In this volume, several chapters connect with my own experience of ne-
gotiating institutional realities with the larger goal of developing a “writ-
ing culture.” For example, Samer Annous, Maureen Nicolas, and Martha 
Townsend highlight a situation similar to ones I have encountered first-
hand at more than one university in the region: they describe the challenges 
involved in teaching writing at multilingual English-medium universities 
where this teaching is not maintained or even valued across the curriculum. 
Their findings, reported in “Territorial Borders and the Teaching of Writing 
in English,” suggest that disciplinary faculty do not believe that English 
skills such as writing can or should be reinforced in the disciplines, a com-
mon phenomenon at universities in Lebanon and the region. Annous, Nico-
las, and Townsend’s investigation of students’ attitudes also reveals a similar 
apathy and misconception related to English writing across the curriculum. 
My own experience supports their conclusion that “territorial knowledge 
boundaries” can be extremely harmful to students’ learning of English writ-
ing, especially in an EFL context. Similarly, but reporting from an IBC in 
Qatar, Ryan Miller and Silvia Pessoa explore faculty attitudes and expecta-
tions about writing. While acknowledging the need for adaptation to the 
particular local context, Miller and Pessoa argue that institutions such as 
theirs need a focus on writing and reading across the curriculum. 

Several chapters in this book also address the socio-cultural and socio-
political dimensions of writing and the teaching of writing in the MENA 
region, including student identity and multilingualism in the MENA-based 
writing classroom and faculty attitudes and expectations. For example, Lisa 
Arnold, William DeGenaro, Rima Iskandarani, Malakeh Khoury, Zane Sin-
no, and Margaret Willard-Traub argue that transnational exchanges can help 
to not only motivate students but also to suggest curricular and institution-
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al change, a claim I wholeheartedly agree with and support. Their project, 
which involved students at AUB and the University of Michigan-Dearborn, 
opens up exciting avenues for transnational and international exploration 
and collaboration in writing scholarship. My own experience in Lebanon 
suggests that such exchanges are valuable for their exploration of students’ 
linguistic identities in more than one context and culture. In Lebanon, for 
instance, there could be several factors contributing to students’ perceptions 
of their linguistic, ethnic, and national identity (Diab, 2009); transnational 
exchanges can help students to not only explore others’ identities but to also 
become more aware of their own. Aneta Hayes and Nasser Mansour, based 
on their qualitative study of teachers’ perceptions of the influence of societal 
factors on the success of English-medium education in Bahrain, suggest that 
making certain modifications to the curriculum to make it better fit students’ 
own socio-cultural context may sometimes be necessary. Amy Hodges and 
Brenda Kent interview faculty in the disciplines, namely engineering facul-
ty, at an IBC, to examine the challenges they faced regarding the teaching 
and learning of writing. They argue that a professional tutor with teaching 
experience may be an appropriate support for WID courses in the MENA 
region. Such studies emphasizing the importance of recognizing and, when 
necessary, adapting to the particular local context when integrating or adopt-
ing foreign curricula should be taken into consideration, particularly in an 
EFL context. 

I cannot think of anyone more suitable for undertaking the collection and 
editing of this timely volume than Drs. Lisa Arnold, Anne Nebel, and Lynne 
Ronesi. Their collective, rich, and varied experiences with writing instruction 
and writing program administration in Lebanon, Qatar, and the UAE, re-
spectively, have enabled them to put together an insightful and thought-pro-
voking collection of articles that will be of interest to both professionals 
in the region as well as globally. The above mentioned socio-cultural and 
sociopolitical dimensions of writing in the MENA region, transnational and 
international collaborations, World Englishes and translingual approaches 
to writing pedagogy, and faculty attitudes and expectations are only some of 
the many important issues explored in this volume that will be of interest to 
researchers and practitioners worldwide.

Almost a decade after the 2007 symposium in Doha that resulted in the 
establishment of the MENAWCA, writing research in the MENA region 
has started to carve its place in writing scholarship, as exemplified in this 
volume. May this collection of articles be the first of many that will help to 
familiarize the rest of the world with writing research and practice in this 
richly diverse and complex area.
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§  Introduction

Lisa R. Arnold
North Dakota State University (US)

Anne Nebel
Georgetown University (Qatar)

Lynne Ronesi
American University of Sharjah (UAE)

A university student in the United Arab Emirates watches a Spoken Word 
channel on YouTube, and, feeling more confident, starts to draft a poem on 
his phone for a campus performance poetry event. A student in Beirut, Leb-
anon and another in Dearborn, Michigan reflect on the information gath-
ered during their Skype call as they begin to compose a literacy narrative 
about their partner. In Doha, a student educated only in English since kin-
dergarten who speaks Spanish and Arabic at home wonders what to write 
on a survey that prompts her for her “second language.” Two faculty in Bei-
rut struggle to facilitate an authorial research voice in English for students 
whose heritage languages are French and Arabic, while two colleagues in 
Qatar worry their students might not relate to the topics and perspectives in 
their assigned American textbooks. Long-term faculty in Cairo fear possible 
disenfranchisement when their department adopts a more U.S.-based cur-
ricular approach. Secondary school teachers in Bahrain who are obliged to 
employ Communicative Language Teaching to support student transition to 
western-style universities protest that the model’s objectives are not shared 
by students, their parents, or society at large. In Turkey, faculty express con-
cern that micro- and macro-level institutional and state language policies 
seem to shortchange instruction in academic writing both in English and 
in Turkish. Kurdish faculty in Iraq, involved by their administration in “yet 
another” partnership with an international university contest the relevance 
of western-based approaches, particularly student-centered strategies, given 
Kurdish institutional and cultural constraints.

These scenarios, detailed in the chapters of this collection, Emerging Writ-
ing Research from the Middle East-North Africa Region, represent some of the 
many situated and strategic writing initiatives at postsecondary institutions 
in the area we refer to as the MENA region. These few examples, along with 
the multifarious negotiations described in the following 12 chapters, serve to 
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highlight how American “expertise” in writing studies does not always trans-
late smoothly with(in) local institutional and community cultures of writing 
in the Middle East. Although events in the MENA region dominate world 
news, it is an area little understood by the rest of the world—certainly histor-
ically, politically, and culturally, but also within the discipline of Rhetoric and 
Composition. As Composition Studies and related disciplines make a “global 
turn” (Donahue, 2009; Hesford, 2006; Muchiri, Mulamba, Myers, & Ndoloi, 
1995), perspectives from the MENA region have only very recently been in-
cluded in the discussion (Arnold, 2014; Golson & Holdijk, 2012; Ronesi, 2011, 
2012; Zenger, Mullin, & Haviland, 2014). 

Consequently, there is an increasing need for research into post-secondary 
writing practices and pedagogy in the MENA region. This is particularly so 
as the MENA region has been the site of longstanding and revered institu-
tions of American-style liberal arts institutions of higher education—in par-
ticular, the American University of Beirut in Lebanon (founded in 1866) and 
American University of Cairo in Egypt (founded in 1919)—as well as, in the 
last two decades, the location of a steadily growing number of English-me-
dium universities and international branch campuses (IBCs), particularly in 
the Arabian (or Persian) Gulf States. Given the all too frequent perception of 
the MENA region as ideologically, politically, and culturally opposed to “the 
West,” the curricular trajectory of these institutions, “in all [their] contradic-
tory complexity” (Hall, 2014, p. 6) offers an important opportunity for exam-
ining the interactions between various cultures, different educational systems, 
and diverse faculty and students. Indeed, given prevailing assumptions about 
the East-West polemic, many of our readers may well wonder whether, and 
how, a mutually agreeable balance among stakeholders could ever be struck 
in these institutions. 

The scholarship in this collection brings these exceptional collaborations 
and explorations to light and attests to the many strategic and thoughtful 
practices of teaching and learning writing that are taking place, as well as the 
varied challenges faced by writing faculty and administrators in the region. 
This scholarship needs to be shared globally, as it will shape how writing cen-
ters, writing programs, and Writing in the Disciplines (WID) and Writing 
Across the Curriculum (WAC) initiatives, in the region and outside of it, 
will respond to the increasing globalization of higher education, as well as 
to international discussions about World Englishes and other language vari-
eties, and translingual approaches to writing and writing pedagogy. Further, 
insights from MENA writing studies have the potential to help composition 
and language scholars in North American and Europe expand their theoriz-
ing and practice in more globally informed directions.
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Situating Writing Studies in the Middle 
East-North Africa (MENA) Region 

To fully appreciate the chapters in this volume, it is important for readers to 
have some understanding about the MENA region. The World Bank desig-
nates the following countries as comprising the MENA region: 

Algeria, Bahrain, Djibouti, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, 
Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Malta, Morocco, Oman, Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, West 
Bank and Gaza, and Yemen (World Bank, 2013)

However, by all accounts, the area understood as MENA has not been 
officially standardized. Citing religious and historical commonalities, Alan 
Weber (2010) describes MENA as “delineating regions where Islam is the 
dominant religion and which encompasses nations and peoples who were 
formerly part of an Islamic empire or Caliphate” (p. 16.2)—a definition which 
includes Turkey in the MENA region, as we did in this volume. 

Figure 1. MENA (2011). Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons. 
Even under this umbrella definition, the MENA region is one of ex-

treme diversity. Economic disparity characterizes this region of 300 million, 
with some of the wealthiest countries in the world, such as the oil-rich Gulf 
States of Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates, and re-
source-scarce countries such as Egypt and Yemen (World Bank, 2013). While 
Islam and Arabic are uniting features of most of the MENA countries, there 
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is religious and linguistic plurality, and Arabic dialects very widely, as do traces 
of the linguistic and cultural practices of former British and French coloniz-
ers. The lingua francas of English and French today figure largely in the iden-
tity of many countries, the effects of colonization and globalization. MENA 
residents often negotiate a number of languages and dialects, and incorporate 
both local and global approaches and practices in their lives—a flexibility and 
accommodation people from predominantly monolingual contexts would 
find unfamiliar and challenging. As such, we understand the MENA region 
as a truly globalized one, in which historical and political realities have result-
ed in hybridity where different traditions, ideologies, rhetorics, and practices 
are navigated by its peoples—those whom Edward Said (1993) has referred 
to as “the political figures between domains, between forms, between homes, 
and between languages” (p. 332). Surpassing the notion of hybridity, MENA 
becomes a site of superdiversity (Vertovec, 2007), where increased flows of 
peoples, cultures and languages intersect and interact, aided by advances in 
technologies and communication systems, in ways yet to be fully explored or 
understood.

As such, negotiating within that complex site “in between” is the over-arch-
ing theme of this volume, as scholars investigate institutional policies and 
practices, writing pedagogies, and actual writing practices in MENA-based 
first-year writing (FYW), WAC/WID, and other writing programs in a va-
riety of postsecondary institutions. While these models are well known to 
U.S.-educated writing scholars and professors, the intricate “in-betweeness” 
these models occupy in a MENA context requires an abandonment of prior 
assumptions and are, perhaps, best viewed as constant negotiations. And, in-
deed, understood as such, these contexts offer rich opportunity for growth, 
knowledge, and innovation; emergent writing scholarship from these sites 
can only serve to open up new ways of assessing our pedagogies and practices. 

Positioning Ourselves

Without a doubt, some of our readers will have questions about our position-
ing as editors, as well as the voices included (and not included) in this collec-
tion. From the beginning, we were well aware of our positions as relative “out-
siders” in the MENA region—we are three Caucasian, American-born, and 
American-educated women who do not speak Arabic fluently. Simply put, 
we do not, and cannot, represent the vast majority of those who teach writing 
in higher education across the region. At the same time, we collectively have 
more than 28 years of experience living and working in the region. When 
we sent out the call for chapter proposals (CFP), we were all situated in the 
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region—Arnold at the American University of Beirut as an assistant pro-
fessor of English and writing program administrator (WPA); Ronesi at the 
American University of Sharjah as an assistant professor in the Department 
of Writing Studies; and Nebel at Georgetown University Qatar as an instruc-
tor of first year writing, Assistant Dean and Director of Academic Services. 
Arnold has an educational background in rhetoric and composition, Ronesi 
in TESOL and curriculum and instruction, and Nebel in applied linguistics. 

We were each invested in pursuing the collection for a variety of reasons. 
Generally speaking, we wanted to do our part to overcome the dearth of 
published writing research in the MENA region by collecting diverse per-
spectives that could shed light on the state of writing research in the region. 
In addition, we wanted to facilitate a conversation across the region about 
how different writing faculty have responded to the challenges and oppor-
tunities of their institution’s writing programs and how they are researching 
and theorizing writing practices in MENA. Much of Arnold’s interest in 
developing the collection emerges out of her work as a WPA at AUB, where 
she collaborated with colleagues and students to develop a culture of writing 
through the creation of a permanent WPA faculty position, professional de-
velopment activities, seminars, an annual celebration of student writing, and 
building a network of writing teachers across Lebanon. Ronesi’s involvement 
in the collection is grounded in her experience with WAC/WID in Morocco 
and in the UAE, particularly with undergraduate writing initiatives such as 
writing centers and writing fellows programs, and a research focus on cur-
ricular adaptation and student negotiation and positionality. Nebel’s interest 
in the project arises from her experience teaching first-year writing in the 
US, Europe, and the Middle East, and her research as an applied linguist in 
the analysis of complexity in writing development, as well as from her work 
establishing and directing a writing center and writing program in Qatar. 
Together, we were intrigued by the complexities and challenges of our con-
texts, and the potential of bringing together multidisciplinary insights on the 
research and practice of writing studies in MENA.

In spite of our positioning at three different institutions in three coun-
tries, one of the primary challenges of editing this collection occurred as we 
disseminated the CFP and solicited diverse perspectives in response. Notably, 
we found very few avenues for reaching out to and connecting with writing 
scholars and practitioners in the region; apart from international lists originat-
ing in North America or Europe, there is only the Middle East North Africa 
Writing Center Association (MENAWCA) and TESOL Arabia which aim 
to support regional connection and collaboration. There is yet no profession-
al infrastructure specifically for MENA writing faculty. Consequently, our 
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initial CFP was disseminated via various academic listserves in the MENA 
region, in Europe, and in the US, as well as through personal contacts. In re-
sponse, we received 32 proposals representing only nine out of the 22 MENA 
countries noted in the previous section (for our purposes, we have included 
Turkey as a part of the region). After a year and a half of the review pro-
cess—which included careful vetting of the proposals and multiple revisions 
of the chapters submitted following editorial and peer review—our collection 
represents voices from only seven countries (Lebanon, Turkey, UAE, Qatar, 
Egypt, Iraq, and Bahrain). What’s more, many of the authors included in this 
collection are like us—not native to the region, its language, or culture, but 
with on-the-ground experience conducting research and building programs 
at local institutions. 

We were not at ease with these limitations. During the process of review-
ing proposals and chapter submissions and providing revision suggestions for 
authors, we struggled with recurring concerns that point to larger problems 
inherent to transnational work. As we distributed the CFP, we asked ourselves 
whose voices we were (not) hearing in the proposals submitted, and how we 
might locate and promote voices representative of the diversity of the MENA 
region. We wondered how professional situations and (lack of ) resources or 
support may have prevented potential contributors from submitting a pro-
posal. And as we vetted proposals and, eventually, chapter submissions, we 
often found ourselves uncomfortable with our role in determining who and 
what belongs in a collection such as this, when we were positioned as relative 
outsiders, culturally, linguistically, and educationally. By way of example, in a 
few instances, we had to make decisions about the viability of chapters whose 
research was not guided by an Institutional Review Board (IRB) or an insti-
tutional policy for research ethics. While seeking IRB approval is a standard 
part of such scholarship in the US and elsewhere, educational institutions in 
other countries often have quite different policies whose parameters may not 
be commensurate with U.S.-based IRBs, or, as in the case at some MENA 
institutions, no instituted provisions for ensuring ethical research practices. 
We wondered again and again how to negotiate between our cultural ideals 
of best practice in scholarship and standards and the practical realities of 
MENA-based research.

Additionally, international branch campuses (IBCs) of U.S. universities, 
which often recruit faculty from the US and abroad, are flourishing in the 
MENA region. And as transnational partnerships between foreign and Arab 
institutions and faculty are created to develop programs and curriculum, as 
well as to engage students, international faculty are exposed to the region 
through research collaboratives and in consultant capacities. As a result, 
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U.S.-oriented faculty may have been better positioned than their MENA 
counterparts to contribute to our volume.

Also, our own institutional positioning and educational backgrounds, in 
combination with our intention to publish the collection through a U.S.-
based publisher, likely suggested to potential contributors that research based 
at English-medium, American-style universities would be the most appro-
priate for our volume. And finally, because of our own linguistic limitations, 
we accepted chapters only written in English—this decision may have dis-
couraged some potential contributors from submitting proposals, especially 
those who do not work at English-medium institutions in the region. 

We could not escape these factors, nor could we escape our conviction 
that this volume was needed, in spite of its (and our) limitations. We appreci-
ate the reflective and critical eye that our authors have brought to bear on the 
complicated realities of this region. We recognize the many perspectives that 
remain un(der)represented in the present volume, and we hope this collection 
will be understood by our readers as a first glimpse, rather than a comprehen-
sive representation, of writing research in the MENA region. Ultimately, we 
are proud of the strength of the final collection and for the perspectives that 
each contribution provides about the state of writing research for our readers 
in and outside of the region. 

Locating MENA Writing Scholarship

At the 2012 Middle East-North Africa Writing Centers Alliance 
(MENAWCA) conference in Doha, Qatar, Terry Myers Zawacki delivered a 
keynote speech in which she urged attendees to pursue research about writ-
ing practices and pedagogies in the region. Published the same year, Thaiss, 
Bräuer, Carlino, Ganobcsik-Williams, & Sinha’s (2012) volume, Writing Pro-
grams Worldwide: Profiles of Academic Writing in Many Places, reports on writ-
ing programs at three MENA-based institutions: American University of 
Cairo in Egypt (Golson & Holdijk, 2012), American University of Sharjah in 
the United Arab Emirates (Ronesi, 2012), and Sabanci University in Turkey 
(Tokay, 2012). And recent studies by a number of MENA-based scholars—
Gülşen (2012) on Turkish higher education, Rajakumar (2012) on Qatari fe-
male Facebook practices, and Zenger (2012) on Lebanese college students’ use 
of digital media—highlight literacy practices in the region. 

These publications and presentations signify growing interest in 
MENA-based writing scholarship. This increased activity demonstrates that 
the culturally and linguistically rich MENA contexts are emerging in English 
language scholarship as an exciting site for writing studies. Recent book chap-
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ters and conference presentations, as well as the responses to our own call for 
proposals, highlight the complex negotiations of identity, language, culture, 
institutions, and pedagogies within the MENA region and indicate the po-
tential of making significant contributions to emerging bodies of scholarship. 

The issues raised in recent MENA-based presentations and chapters in-
tersect with themes that the chapters in this volume address. One strand of 
ongoing research examines the politics of language and its effect on institu-
tions and practices (see Hayes & Mansour; Nebel; Ronesi; and Uysal, this 
volume). At the 2014 Writing Research across Borders (WRAB) conference, 
for example, a number of presentations by Algerian scholars highlighted the 
country’s pluriliteracy and its manifestation in the educational system: Benali 
(2014) addressed the writing styles of Algerian student learners in French; 
Bounouara & Legros (2014) investigated whether student planning in Ar-
abic and French produced a better persuasive essay in French; and Graoui 
& Chelli examined English as a foreign-language curriculum modification 
at Algerian high schools (Chelli & Graoui, 2014; Graoui & Chelli, 2014). 
Additionally, a chapter included in International Advances in Writing Research: 
Cultures, Places, Measures, edited by Bazerman, Dean, Early, Lunsford, Null, 
Roger, & Stansell (2012), focuses on the political implications of Iranian aca-
demics writing in English (Riazi, 2012). 

Along similar lines, scholars have begun to theorize the teaching of ac-
ademic writing in linguistically diverse contexts, such as those found in the 
MENA region (see Hodges & Kent; Nebel; and Ronesi, this volume). Cox 
and Zawacki’s (2011) special issue in Across the Disciplines on “WAC and 
Second Language Writing: Cross-field Research, Theory, and Program De-
velopment,” and Zawacki & Cox’s (2014) multi-authored volume, WAC and 
Second Language Writers: Research Toward Linguistically and Culturally Inclu-
sive Programs and Practices, have made tremendous strides towards a foun-
dation of research on L2 writers in U.S. university classrooms. Two of those 
studies—Ronesi (2011) and Zenger, Mullin, & Haviland (2014)—consider L2 
writers based at universities in the MENA region. 

Another line of research found not only in this collection but also in var-
ious conference presentations and book chapters is related to the challenges 
and opportunities of conducting transnational partnerships and exchanges in 
the MENA region (see Annous, Nicolas, & Townsend; Arnold, DeGenaro, 
Iskandarani, Khoury, Sinno, & Willard-Traub; and Theado, Johnson, Highly, 
& Omar, this volume). At the 2014 WRAB conference, for example, Karat-
solis from Carnegie Mellon-Qatar joined scholars from the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology and the Australian Council for Education in a panel 
discussion of the use of computers in writing assessment research (Perelman, 
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McCurry, Karatsolis, & Lane, 2014). Also at WRAB, Gitsaki and Robby rep-
resented the Higher College of Technology in the United Arab Emirates at 
a round-table discussion focused on the intersection of writing, language, and 
new media across educational contexts (Hicks et al., 2014). 

Additionally, a number of researchers have pursued questions related to 
the viability of importing western pedagogical, curricular, and programmatic 
models in the MENA region (see Annous, Nicolas, & Townsend; Austin; 
Hayes & Mansour; Hodges & Kent; Jarkas & Fakhreddine; Miller & Pessoa; 
and Rudd & Telafici, this volume). At the 2014 WRAB conference, colleagues 
from Texas A&M-Qatar provided insights on interpreting western-style 
honor codes in light of Middle Eastern values and practices to an interdisci-
plinary and international discussion on ethos in writing and writing instruc-
tion ( Johnson et al., 2014). At the same conference, along with American and 
Australian colleagues, Iskenderoglu-Onel & Ronesi highlighted WAC-WID 
challenges from their respective English-medium universities in Turkey and 
the United Arab Emirates (Tarabochia, Ronesi, Iskenderoglu-Onel, & Ch-
anock, 2014).

These chapters and presentations reveal a need to explore writing peda-
gogies, programs, and practices in the region, a need this collection addresses 
while also raising additional questions that point the way to further research. 
For example, chapters in this collection raise issues that resonate, explicit-
ly and implicitly, with work in applied linguistics and translingual theories 
of writing (see Hayes & Mansour; Nebel; Ronesi; and Uysal, this volume). 
Scholars such as Blommaert & Rampton (2012), in their ethnographic studies 
of linguistic superdiversity, and Blommaert (2010), who explores the sociolin-
guistics of globalization, consider the linguistic consequences and realizations 
of today’s unprecedented levels of diversity, which opens new frontiers for 
the study of writing in sites like MENA. Likewise, Yildiz’s (2012) work on 
the “post-monolingual condition” takes up an interdisciplinary lens through 
which to view and interrogate the ideologies of mother tongue and bilingual-
ism and to examine the tensions among the languages multilingual writers 
claim. This scholarship offers new directions for theorizing academic writing 
from diverse and evolving sites such as the MENA region. 

Given these growing areas of research and the plethora of English-medium 
universities and IBCs—structured similarly, or connected directly, to univer-
sities in the US, UK, Canada, Australia, and others—in the MENA region, a 
volume dedicated to writing pedagogies and practices in this context was im-
perative. Moreover, the research highlighted above, particularly from the 2014 
WRAB conference, suggests that scholars in the region are poised to study 
and theorize their context. As such, we anticipate that this collection will be 
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the first of many to provide new lenses through which we can understand and 
learn from the diverse writing practices and pedagogies in the region and that 
it will spark interest in transnational collaborations.

Volume Overview

Collectively, the chapters included in this volume consider questions and 
themes that are familiar to those of us who teach, conduct research, and live 
in the MENA region. For example: How can we build a culture of writing at 
MENA institutions when many students and the regional population more 
generally do not recognize or value the rhetorical nature of writing? Through 
what methods might we persuade faculty across disciplines to take responsi-
bility for ongoing writing practice and pedagogy in their classrooms? How 
should teachers, researchers, and administrators in the region respond to 
western writing studies scholarship and writing curriculum, such as textbooks 
and program design? What can we learn by examining how and why ME-
NA-based writing faculty incorporate, extend, or ignore western scholarship 
and curriculum? How can teachers, researchers, and administrators make use 
of and identify potential resources for curriculum and program development 
in their immediate surroundings and with their own students in mind? How 
can we make use of existing ties across institutional, national, linguistic, and 
cultural borders to promote effective teaching and learning?

In view of these questions and considerations, we are eager to offer this 
volume to our local, regional, and international colleagues as a resource and a 
starting point. This collection has been divided into four sections, each con-
taining three chapters. These chapters overlap in their exploration of four 
major themes: complicating prevalent assumptions in writing studies schol-
arship; questioning the viability and value of importing western program-
matic and pedagogical models into the MENA region; negotiating national, 
cultural, institutional, and disciplinary borders while implementing change; 
and creating innovative spaces for student learning. 

Section I: Complicating Assumptions 

The three chapters included in this section highlight the ways in which writ-
ing programs, curriculum, and theories must evolve in response to the realities 
of globalization and linguistic diversity. Together, these chapters, represent-
ing Qatar, Egypt, and Turkey, complicate long-held assumptions in writing 
studies and applied linguistics as they demonstrate how the interaction of the 
global and the local demand critical responses by scholars, teachers, and ad-
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ministrators. These chapters also illustrate the challenges faced by institutions 
and educators as they negotiate the politics of language policy.

In "Linguistic Superdiversity and English-medium Higher Education in 
Qatar," Anne Nebel of Georgetown University Qatar introduces the volume 
with a theoretical overview of the complicated socio-linguistic landscape 
of the MENA region. Nebel begins with the changing global landscape of 
learning and scholarship in Qatar which has resulted from large-scale shifts 
in migration patterns and dramatically increased connectivity, creating a con-
dition of extreme diversity. Against this background of “linguistic superdiver-
sity,” a concept developed by Jan Blommaert, Nebel reexamines vexed con-
cepts and categories from writing studies, such as native speaker and second 
language learner, adopting a sociolinguistic framework which she argues can 
help scholars better understand and theorize writing studies in Qatar, the 
MENA region, and elsewhere in the world today. Challenging the mono-
lingual ideology that still circumscribes writing scholarship and practice, she 
uses the example of Qatar to explore a post-monolingual paradigm for re-
imagining writing studies in a polycentric and transnational world. 

The second chapter in this section, "Global Spread of English in Aca-
demia and its Effects on Writing Instruction in Turkish Universities," of-
fers both an historical analysis of the state-level policies governing the role 
of English in tertiary education in Turkey and a contemporary exploration 
of how these macro strategies have impacted national scholarly outcomes 
and language instruction at two universities in Ankara. Author Hacer Hande 
Uysal, from Gazi University, provides close examination of the consequences 
of an imported monolingual ideology as realized in scholarly production over 
time, the positioning of Turkish versus English in the university curriculum, 
instructional methods, and ultimate language attainment. Uysal argues for 
greater critical awareness of Anglo-centric discourses and pedagogies and 
their hegemonies in order to preserve the value and place of the Turkish lan-
guage in Turkish higher education and global scholarship. Uysal’s chapter of-
fers important insights on the political dimensions of writing at one MENA 
location, which has relevance to many others.

The final chapter in this section recounts the revision of a writing minor at 
the American University of Cairo (AUC) in an exploration of the internal and 
external influences that shaped its realization. In "Expanding Transnational 
Frames into Composition Studies: Revising the Rhetoric and Writing Minor 
at the American University of Cairo," James Austin of Fort Hays State Uni-
versity in the US (and formerly with AUC) investigates the development of a 
program that both drew from U.S.-based models and arose organically from 
local needs and expertise. Emphasizing the distinction between an exported 
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approach as imposed and hegemonic and an imported approach which un-
derscores the choices and agency of the local actors, the author urges the field 
to move beyond the entrenched binary thinking of local versus western to 
explore richer and more nuanced relationships and interactions with MENA 
sites of writing scholarship and practice. Further, Austin calls for the field to 
make use of more expansive and contextually sensitive frames from literacy 
studies in attempting to understand and engage new global educational envi-
ronments. Austin’s description of the process of curriculum revision at AUC 
provides an apt transition into the volume’s second thematic section, which 
questions how western pedagogical and programmatic models can or should 
(not) be imported into MENA-region institutions of higher education. 

Section II: Considering the Importation of Western Models 

In this section, the three chapters consider the complexities of importing 
western pedagogical, curricular, and programmatic models in the MENA 
region. Speaking from their positions in Lebanon, Qatar, and Bahrain, the 
authors of these chapters suggest that student and faculty identity, as well 
as their beliefs about writing, must be considered when integrating western 
models of writing pedagogy or curriculum into MENA-based educational 
institutions. These contributions underscore the need for sensitivity to socio-
cultural realities when considering western models for MENA classrooms 
and programs, particularly as to how these models may discount the per-
ceptions and practices about writing that local teachers, students, and the 
community hold. Ultimately, these chapters emphasize the value of critical 
reflection and engagement as teachers and administrators consider adopting 
western models across national, linguistic, and cultural borders. 

The first chapter in this section, "Territorial Borders and the Teaching of 
Writing in English: Lessons from English at the University of Balamand," 
highlights the complexity of writing development at English-medium uni-
versities where the teaching of writing is not valued or sustained across dis-
ciplines. Two faculty members at the University of Balamand in Lebanon, 
Samer Annous and Maureen O’Day Nicolas, and one WAC scholar based 
in the US, Martha Townsend, analyze data from a review of the Faculty of 
Business’ syllabi, interviews with faculty and students in the Faculty of Busi-
ness and the Cultural Studies program, and Townsend’s observations during 
her visit. They find that faculty and students, who often struggle with English 
in the multilingual context of Lebanon, share a sense of “territorial borders,” 
which works against a productive transfer of writing knowledge or a sense 
of responsibility for writing pedagogy outside of the English department. 
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Just as Arnold, DeGenaro, Iskandarani, Khoury, Sinno, and Willard-Traub’s 
and Kendall Theado, Highly, Johnson, and Omar’s chapters in later sections 
present a variety of challenges related to transnational exchange, Annous, 
Nicolas, and Townsend argue that the context of English-medium universi-
ties in multilingual contexts pose particular obstacles to the successful imple-
mentation of writing across the curriculum. 

In the second chapter of this section, Mysti Rudd and Michael Telafici, 
based at Texas A&M-Qatar, explore the viability of American-authored 
textbooks and the development of writing curriculum at IBCs of Ameri-
can universities in their chapter, "An Arabian Gulf: First-Year Composition 
Textbooks at an International Branch Campus in Qatar." Noting the linguis-
tic, cultural, and national diversity of the student body at their home insti-
tution and other IBCs in comparison to their U.S. counterparts, Rudd and 
Telafici draw on their own experiences and observations of teaching first-year 
composition at Texas A&M-Qatar, as well as surveys of students, to study 
the appropriateness of two textbooks commonly used in the US to teach 
composition—They Say/I Say (Graff, Birkenstein, & Durst, 2012) and Writing 
about Writing (Wardle & Downs, 2011)—for their own IBC’s first-year writ-
ing classes. While Rudd and Telafici see both benefits and drawbacks for the 
incorporation of either textbook, they leave readers with a set of questions 
and suggested practices that will prove valuable for writing faculty using any 
American-authored textbook at IBCs or other institutions of higher educa-
tion with similar demographics.

In the third chapter of this section, "Great Expectations or Great Out-
comes? Exploring the Context of English Language Policy Transfer in Bah-
rain," authors Aneta Hayes of Keele University and Nasser Mansour from 
Exeter University, both in the UK, investigate how societal factors have im-
pacted the perceived viability and effectiveness of a western curricular and 
pedagogical model (Communicative Language Teaching) in Bahrain’s sec-
ondary schools. The authors highlight the challenges perceived by teachers 
of negative student and society views of the value and practice of English 
language pedagogy and the obstacles these present to classroom learning 
and preparation for post-secondary success. Reporting on their qualitative 
study of teacher perceptions, Hayes and Mansour contribute to the debate 
on the effectiveness of imported pedagogies and ideologies in light of tra-
ditional societal views of education, and the associated methods of teaching 
and learning, in Bahrain. They argue that the perceptions of teachers reflect a 
juxtaposition common to many MENA countries, in that students’ sociocul-
tural context competes with general economic developments in the country. 
This juxtaposition, Hayes and Mansour contend, results in discordant read-
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ings—by teachers, students, and the local community—of the importance of 
curricular reforms. 

Section III: Striving for Balance across Borders

The three chapters that comprise this section of the volume examine im-
portant social, cultural and political dimensions of negotiating institutional, 
disciplinary, national, and cultural borders, particularly when implementing 
curricular, pedagogical, or programmatic change. With a focus on universities 
in Qatar and the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, these chapters demonstrate that 
global-local negotiations and exchanges aren’t always smooth or equal. These 
chapters present readers with the innovative responses to teaching, curric-
ulum, and program design that emerged in the midst of change, and they 
offer openness and critical reflection as well as the willingness to negotiate, as 
stances that others in similarly complex situations might take. 

The value, and difficulty, of faculty collaboration across borders is de-
scribed in the opening chapter of this section, Connie Kendall Theado, 
Holly Johnson, Thomas Highley, and Saman Hussein Omar’s "Rewriting 
Resistance: Negotiating Pedagogical and Curricular Change in a US/Kurd-
ish Transnational Partnership." The four authors of this chapter report on 
the results of a government-sponsored University Linkages Partnership be-
tween the University of Cincinnati (UC) and Salahaddin University-Hawler 
(SUH), in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq. One of the goals of the partnership 
was to facilitate an exchange among faculty members at both universities to 
help shape the revision of the SUH English department’s curriculum through 
monthly online discussions and in-person workshops at both universities. The 
contributors consider how initial moments of “passive resistance” to these ex-
changes by the SUH faculty—including a lack of participation on the part of 
SUH faculty and a pointed critique of the readings chosen by the UC team by 
the department chair—led to important reconsiderations of the partnership’s 
structure, a more nuanced understanding of differing educational realities and 
expectations, and a deeper appreciation for the assumptions at play in any 
cross-cultural work. 

In the section’s second chapter, "Integrating Writing Assignments at an 
American Branch Campus in Qatar: Challenges, Adaptations, and Rec-
ommendations, authors Ryan Miller from Kent State University and Silvia 
Pessoa from Carnegie Mellon University (Qatar) consider the recent prolif-
eration of IBCs worldwide—particularly in the MENA region—and provide 
a rigorous review of the research. Miller and Pessoa problematize the IBCs’ 
role vis-à-vis the host country, the main institution, and the adaptation of 
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curricula and instruction to accommodate the requirements of both. Culling 
data from a broader four-year longitudinal study of academic literacy devel-
opment at an American IBC in Qatar (see Pessoa, Miller, & Kaufer, 2014), 
Miller and Pessoa analyze interviews from 65 IBC faculty across the curricu-
lum who had previously taught at the U.S. main campus or at other American 
universities. This analysis culminates in wide-ranging recommendations for 
designing writing instruction for IBCs. 

The last chapter in this section, "Hybrid Writing Positions within WAC/
WID Initiatives: Connecting Faculty Writing Expectations and MENA Cul-
tures," makes a second compelling argument for considering how WID or 
WAC programs can be localized or hybridized within the MENA region. Like 
Miller and Pessoa, Amy Hodges and Brenda Kent draw on interviews from 
faculty at an IBC—their colleagues at Texas A&M University at Qatar—to 
determine challenges they faced in the writing component of their courses. 
Their analysis of 10 multilingual engineering faculty who teach writing-inten-
sive courses determined that, while acknowledging the importance of writing 
in their discipline, the faculty did not feel it part of their responsibility to 
instruct students in the discourse of their discipline. That perspective, coupled 
with the IBC students’ primary and secondary experience with more teach-
er-centered learning environments, led Hodges and Kent to argue for hybrid 
writing consultants—staff positions with the combined roles of tutor, teacher, 
and writing fellow—as a locally relevant way to communicate cross-cultural 
differences in writing expectations between faculty and students. 

Section IV: Creating Student Spaces

In this final section, the three chapters feature qualitative research studies that 
explore the culturally sensitive approaches to the teaching and learning of 
writing at English-medium, American campuses in Lebanon and the United 
Arab Emirates. The American University of Beirut (AUB) and the Amer-
ican University of Sharjah (AUS) are campuses that are linguistically rich 
and superdiverse (see Nebel) and characterized by students with multiple and 
translingual—particularly oral—competencies. Highlighting faculty and stu-
dent responses to the challenge of reconciling cultural, linguistic, educational, 
and institutional realities with American-style academic writing, these chap-
ters showcase innovations and adaptations that intend to prepare students 
for writing both in their coursework and in the international arena. Notably, 
these campus-based responses reflect deep concerns about preparing students 
to enter transnational discourse communities and finding ways to create space 
in which students can organically engage in the learning of writing. 
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In "Literacy Narratives across Borders: Beirut and Dearborn as 21st-Cen-
tury Transnational Spaces," writing faculty at the American University of 
Beirut and the University of Michigan-Dearborn describe a transnational 
collaboration in which first-year writing students interviewed their overseas 
peers about their literacy practices. Lisa Arnold, William DeGenaro, Rima 
Iskandarani, Malakeh Khoury, Zane Sinno, and Margaret Willard-Traub 
found that in the process of interviewing and writing literacy profiles of their 
peers, students became more aware of their locatedness—their rhetorical po-
sitioning in the world and in relation to others. And in the process, students 
entered and identified themselves within a transnational discourse commu-
nity. While the authors noted a number of practical and intellectual limits of 
the project—including the logistics of the interview process across large time 
differences as well as the short duration of the assignment, which may have 
prevented students from arriving at complex understandings of their peers’ 
and their own literacy practices—they argue that such transnational exchang-
es are valuable for their potential not only to motivate students, but also to 
inspire curricular and institutional change.

The section’s next chapter, "The Dance of Voices: A Study on Academic 
Writing at AUB," focuses more specifically on a particular challenge in ac-
ademic writing faced by student writers in the MENA region—that of au-
thorial voice. Najla Jarkas and Juheinna Fakhreddine, based at the American 
University of Beirut, analyze the academic, personal, and reflective writing 
of 44 students in order to test their hypothesis that first-year composition 
students benefit from explicit instruction in developing their authorial voice. 
Jarkas and Fakhreddine suggest that although L2/3 students coming from the 
MENA region gradually learn to incorporate external voices into their texts 
through explicit instruction, they struggle with maintaining and interweaving 
an authorial voice in relation to other voices in argumentative writing.

The volume’s final chapter ends on a celebratory note, portraying student 
learning through extra-curricular engagement. In "Students Running the 
Show: Performance Poetry Night," Lynne Ronesi at the American Univeristy 
of Sharjah chronicles how participating students, interviewed over the course 
of three semesters, situate a performance poetry night—an event known to 
most of them only through western-origin digital media—to accommodate 
their interest in engaging in multivocalic expression and community-build-
ing. Drawing from New Literacies research, Ronesi likens the development 
of the poetry event to the creation of an “affinity space” (Gee, 2004, 2005) 
where student diversity and creativity in writing can be appreciated even as 
the AUS writing curriculum focuses exclusively on academic English. Ronesi 
underscores the need for writing faculty to investigate student participation 
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in out-of-classroom literacy practices to shed insight on novel and contextu-
ally appropriate approaches for supporting literacy development. 

Here and Beyond

Our aspirations in editing this volume are several and can be outlined as 
follows: First, we want to make MENA-based writing research available to 
those who conduct research, teach, or administer writing programs in higher 
education within the region, so as to foster intra-regional dialogue and ex-
change about writing. Currently, there is a dearth of knowledge or discussion 
about how writing in English is taught and learned at the university level in 
the region, by whom, and with what approach(es). Additionally, we have very 
little knowledge about how writing programs have been theorized or evolved, 
or where these programs fit into different institutional structures throughout 
the region. This volume provides a starting point from which our current un-
derstandings and knowledge can be shared and built upon.

Second, this volume will foster international dialogue and exchange 
about writing by making MENA-based English-language writing research 
available to scholars outside the region. Scholarship in writing studies has, 
thus far, generally elided the MENA region, and the international writing 
community is largely unfamiliar with the region, its students, teachers, and 
scholars, and/or the unique linguistic, cultural, and political characteristics of 
the region that inform regional teaching and administrative practices. At the 
same time, the number of English-medium institutions of higher education 
in the region has grown considerably over the last two decades, and many of 
these institutions purposefully recruit western-trained faculty to teach with-
in and administer their writing programs. The discipline must address the 
unique challenges and possibilities inherent to teaching and conducting re-
search in the region, as long as the cross-national and cross-cultural exchange 
of scholars and practitioners continues.

While many writing scholars may not be cognizant of the MENA region 
specifically, a growing number have a vested interest in fostering and main-
taining a well-grounded international perspective in line with best practices 
of teaching, research, and administration in writing studies. This is particular-
ly true of practitioners, scholars, and administrators who work with interna-
tional and multilingual MENA students outside of the MENA region. This 
collection makes MENA-based writing research available to those writing 
studies scholars who do not live or work in the region but who work with 
students or scholars from the region. These audiences will benefit from this 
volume in that it provides much-needed background knowledge about the 
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diverse educational opportunities and experiences that individuals coming 
from this region may have had.

Finally, this volume provides a starting point from which teachers, admin-
istrators, and scholars can articulate gaps in knowledge about writing practic-
es and pedagogy in the MENA region—a region rich in cultural, ethnic, and 
linguistic diversity with a long tradition of writing and rhetorical practice. 
We hope readers will feel driven to explore further the variety of questions 
and considerations that have emerged from this work, and, to that end, we 
suggest the following future avenues of inquiry, which range from practical to 
theoretical and cross the four section themes. To start: Our experience work-
ing on this volume suggests that MENA scholars would benefit from more 
networks and venues to inspire and consolidate research. What immediate 
steps can we take to respond to this need? And, how can MENA practi-
tioners be encouraged and supported to engage in research and theorizing 
in their contexts? From a praxis perspective, this volume has revealed a num-
ber of pedagogical challenges and responses emerging from IBCs and from 
western-style standalone universities. For the IBCs, challenges and responses 
emerge as they adapt an already established and required curriculum to local 
needs. And for the latter, comprised of both U.S.-accredited universities and 
universities modeled on western curriculum, challenges and responses evolve 
as a result of practitioners and administrators having more latitude in devel-
oping “grassroots,” locally-driven pedagogical approaches. Developing a re-
search framework for both IBCs and standalone institutions that is grounded 
in this understanding would prove fruitful. 

More considerations and questions emerge from the linguistic complex-
ity highlighted in several of the chapters: How can scholars in plurilingual 
MENA contexts extend the work in applied linguistics and translingual 
theories of writing, particularly in developing language that can complicate 
vexed concepts such as “native speaker” or “second language learner.” How can 
scholars accurately reflect the positionalities of individuals who negotiate life 
using more than one language? And just as pertinently, how do practitioners 
both honor and acknowledge student pluriliteracy and the translingual con-
text, yet also attend to the needs of students at English-medium MENA 
institutions, who, by rights, should graduate with a level of English profi-
ciency that is commensurate with that of their peers at western-style institu-
tions? While we do not conflate a translingual approach with reduced rigor in 
writing instruction and assessment, from our perspective “on the ground,” we 
can easily understand how the notion of theorizing translingualism into the 
curriculum might be perceived as a misguided “foreign luxury” at MENA in-
stitutions, which justifiably seek to bring their students to a level of proficien-
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cy deemed adequate for university academic writing and a globally-oriented 
career (see for example Arnold, 2016). MENA scholars must consider the 
weight of English in a context where it cannot be taken for granted. Further, 
scholars must take pains to ensure that moves toward a translingual approach 
indeed support plurilingualism and promote linguistic proficiency and do not 
inadvertently result in a weakening of the high standards to which we need 
to hold our MENA students accountable. Further theorization of these ques-
tions and considerations is paramount. 

As these questions suggest, the complex contemporary realities and 
socio-political histories of this region are fundamental to what we do as writ-
ing practitioners, and this collection speaks to how much more we have to 
learn. As such, this volume thus points toward the need for continued research 
and the value that accumulated data, representative of other positionalities 
and perspectives, will give us over time. Indeed, with more volumes such as 
this one, we can arrive at a more comprehensive understanding of writing 
research, administration, and pedagogy in the region. What’s more, and per-
haps just as importantly, this volume—and hopefully others like it—will give 
scholars and teachers based outside of the region a better understanding of 
the diversity of experience, language, and culture that is often collapsed under 
the “Middle East-North Africa” umbrella.
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This chapter problematizes several concepts and categories 
which persist in writing studies despite phenomenal changes 
in the global landscape of learning and scholarship. The author 
argues that these serve to perpetuate a monolingual ideology 
incongruous with today’s polycentric, transnational, trans-
lingual world. New discourses of internationalization raise 
important considerations but don’t fully engage the complex-
ities of emerging global sites of learning and communication. 
Using a critical sociolinguistics frame, the author examines 
English-medium higher education in the State of Qatar, a site 
of “linguistic superdiversity,” to pose new questions about how 
we theorize and do writing studies in today’s globally connect-
ed world.

Keywords: linguistic superdiversity; critical sociolinguistics; 
linguistic landscape studies; monolingual ideology; postmono-
lingual ideology

The emergence of new global sites of English-medium higher education 
presents scholars in the field of writing studies the opportunity to re-examine 
the theories and practices that are transported and translated to new contexts, 
and also to reflect on their continued relevance at their origins. Recent work 
on internationalization in the scholarship and practice of college composi-
tion calls for a multilingual approach, the rejection of monolingualism, and 
the adoption of a translingual norm (Horner, NeCamp & Donahue, 2011). 
This is an important direction for the field, but while Horner, NeCamp, and 
Donahue (2011) advocate for a “translingual model of multilingualism em-
phasizing working across languages” (p. 270), their argument rests on a view 
of languages that has been problematized recently by scholars in sociolin-
guistics. Adopting a critical sociolinguistics frame, I argue that we need to 
begin to question several foundational concepts and categories in the theory 
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and practice of writing studies in order to make sense of and learn from new 
global sites of college writing. Taking the example of English-medium higher 
education in the State of Qatar in the Arabian Gulf, as part of the Middle 
East-North Africa (MENA) region more broadly, I introduce a critical so-
ciolinguistic perspective, derived largely from Jan Blommaert’s (2012a, 2012b, 
2013a, 2013b, 2015) recent and groundbreaking work, which can help writ-
ing studies rethink some of our translingual assumptions to better empower 
learners and scholars in the twenty-first century.

Qatar is a small, independent Arabian Gulf state adjacent to the United 
Arab Emirates. It has only one major city, its capital, Doha, home to the 
national university as well as numerous foreign institutions including Amer-
ican, British, Canadian, Dutch, and French (for detailed discussion of inter-
national branch campuses, see Miller and Pessoa, this volume). Because of 
its small size (roughly 11,000 km2 or 4,000 m2), centralized population, and 
educational sites in the capital, Qatar is generally used in global discussions 
to refer to Doha and all other areas of the country together. Qatar offers an 
important example of an emerging global educational site that resists some of 
the basic categories of mainstream writing studies, including the categories 
of first-language (L1) and second-language (L2) users of English, interna-
tional, and foreign students. Owing to shifts in global migration forces and 
patterns, Qatar’s population is now comprised of approximately 220,000 Qa-
tari nationals and 1.5 million expatriates, creating a workforce that is nearly 
95% foreign (Ibnouf, Doub, & Knight, 2014). Foreign, however, has complex 
nuances in Qatar as well as in other Gulf societies, where long-term expatri-
ate residents and their children cannot seek citizenship; consequently, they 
remain local but always peripheral and never integrated systematically (see 
Ahmad, 2012, for analysis of migrant labor in the Gulf; and Vora, 2015, for an 
interesting case study). This intense diversity is also evident in higher educa-
tion as a microcosm of society in general. 

On a positive note, this diversity results in a vibrant inter-mixing of peo-
ples who connect and communicate across the invisible borders of their ad-
opted and heritage cultures. It is not at all uncommon to encounter students 
at English-medium, U.S. universities in Qatar who use two different languag-
es or dialects at home, another at primary or secondary school, and attend 
university in English. As a teacher of first-year writing in Qatar, and in my 
interactions with student writers across their college years in the MENA 
region, I have known many students with “native-like” American accents and 
fluency who taught themselves English by watching cartoons and had very 
limited formal instruction at school. Still, their language abilities and varying 
levels of literacy in other languages support their integration of English as 
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a resource among others. Conversations outside classrooms reveal a fluidity 
born of the translingual realities of the twenty-first century (see also Ronesi, 
this volume). Successful communication is not simply a product of high lev-
els of proficiency but an outcome of developing the competence to navigate 
multiple contexts and registers to meet a given need, whether to connect on 
Facebook, text a classmate, or write a paper in first-year composition. While 
the situation may appear similar to that of some campuses in the US, the 
multiplicity of linguistic resources drawn upon in global sites like Qatar sur-
faces a number of assumptions about how languages and their acquisition are 
understood in mainstream composition scholarship. 

From this perspective, writing studies is well served by related theoriz-
ing within the field of applied linguistics, particularly from the subfields of 
second-language acquisition and sociolinguistics. A growing body of writing 
scholarship already engages with work in second-language writing or draws 
from sociolinguistics in general (for example, Canagarajah, 2002, 2005, 2012; 
Cox & Zawacki, 2011; Matsuda, 2013; Matsuda & Silva, 2014; Silva & Matsu-
da, 2012; Zawacki & Cox, 2011; and the Journal of Second Language Writing); 
however, this work tends to divide into the two distinct camps of “second lan-
guage” and “translingual” writing research and theory, both claiming similar 
but different foci and both often stopping short of addressing the complexi-
ties and tensions that lie underneath the common categories of languages and 
writers (see Atkinson, Crusan, Matsuda, Ortmeier-Hooper, Ruecker, Simp-
son, & Tardy, 2015, for an overview). Further, while the terms “native speaker,” 
“first-language writer,” “second-language writer,” or “multilingual learner” are 
widely used to denote language differences in writing, the categories in use 
might actually constrain our understandings and obscure our view of the un-
derlying ideology. 

In this chapter, I will focus on the potential of a critical sociolinguistic 
frame, largely informed by the pioneering work of Jan Blommaert, for advanc-
ing understandings of writing in translingual global contexts like MENA. 
Taking Blommaert’s (2013a) work in linguistic landscape studies as a starting 
point, I explore Qatar as a site of linguistic superdiversity and then discuss the 
implications of superdiversity on academic writing in English-medium high-
er education. Against this backdrop, I go on to problematize some current 
constructs, terminology and ideological assumptions in U.S. English writing 
studies, pointing toward the need to ask some different questions, to “rethink 
and unthink” the concept of first and second languages and the writers, inter-
national or other, who are identified with them. I suggest that these terms no 
longer serve us in writing studies, and that instead of helping the field move 
forward in a global era, they keep us stuck in old thinking that is tied to an 
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ideology few sociolinguistic scholars would still espouse. 

Critical Sociolinguistics and Writing in Global Contexts

Blommaert argues that critical sociolinguistics can help us reassess how we 
understand language in writing as part of “changing language in a changing 
society” (Blommaert, 2010, p. 2). Critical sociolinguistics takes us beyond tra-
ditional understandings of discrete languages in homogenous societies, where 
there are first- and second-language users, and promotes instead “a sociolin-
guistics of mobile resources, not immobile languages” (Blommaert, 2010, p. 
102). This view moves us away from long-held ideas about what languages are 
and how people communicate through them, as well as how, where, why and 
by whom academic writing takes shape.

Indeed, a very useful approach to analyzing and understanding the dy-
namics of language use is found in linguistic landscape studies (LLS), which 
are “descriptive as well as analytical” in “documenting the landscapes of to-
day’s globalized cities” (Blommaert, 2013a, p. 1). LLS help make sense of the 
shifting and emerging terrain of linguistic varieties and their deployment in 
meaning making and can potentially move us away from viewing a physical 
space as localized and static, to a more dynamic space of cultural, political 
and social interaction and negotiation. LLS can also serve as a “diagnostic of 
social, cultural and political structures inscribed in the linguistic landscape” 
(Blommaert, 2013a, p. 3) and offer a means to more deeply understand and 
engage with complex, modern, human networks. 

The LLS approach is particularly suited for making sense of Qatar, which 
in the past decade has experienced a 124% growth in its population (Ibnouf 
et al., 2014), as it advances in a visionary process of development. Strategically 
building its human capacity for a future that relies on knowledge produc-
tion instead of a carbon-based economy (General Secretariat for Develop-
ment and Planning, 2008), this small Gulf state in the MENA region now 
hosts seven premier U.S. universities on its Education City campus, which 
claim a collective faculty and student body “from 89 different nationalities 
with diverse backgrounds, cultures, religions, financial status, and citizenship” 
(Ibnouf et al., 2014, p. 47). The great diversity of these university student pop-
ulations has often had an unanticipated impact on the program, the faculty 
and the learners themselves (see Hodges & Kent; Miller & Pessoa; Rudd & 
Telafici this volume) in ways that are just now being explored in Qatar as well 
as in similarly developing sites in MENA and elsewhere. This new scale of 
diversity that is being experienced is referred to as superdiversity and is dis-
cussed in detail in the following sections.
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Superdiversity is a term first proposed by social anthropologist Steven 
Vertovec (2007) to describe a new level of diversity the world is currently 
experiencing—a diversification of diversity—brought about by shifting forces 
of migration and mobility. A multitude of social, economic and political forc-
es brings people from a great range of origins to new locations, creating cat-
egories of migrants that resist traditional definitions and force new thinking 
about who moves where and why. The reasons for migration, the direction of 
movement and the rise of new modes of communication have allowed people 
to connect and stay connected where they would previously have experienced 
more fragmentation and disconnection. As a result, people continue to draw 
upon multiple social and linguistic resources, which they blend into new ac-
tivities and interactions. That is, new patterns of migration and new possibil-
ities of interconnectivity and intercommunication have created “a condition 
distinguished by a dynamic interplay of variables among an increased number 
of new, small and scattered, multiple origin, transnationally connected, so-
cio-economically differentiated and legally stratified immigrants” (Vertovec, 
2007, p. 1024). Such a shift in positioning and contact calls us to “reorient 
some fundamental approaches within the social scientific study of migration 
in order to address and to better understand complex and arguably new so-
cial formations” (Meissner & Vertovec, 2014, p. 542). Among the new social 
formations are contexts of learning in higher education where there is now 
a mixing of people who geographically, socioeconomically and linguistically 
might otherwise never have come together. Recognizing the challenges and 
opportunities of this phenomenon allows us to explore previously held con-
structs in a new and fluid space that should necessarily invite a shift in think-
ing to meet the complex characteristics of the context and time.

Qatar is now not only home to a minority of native nationals together 
with regional neighbors and long-term expat guests and workers from distant 
origins; it is fast becoming a “a world of ‘postmigrants’” or “second-genera-
tion immigrants” who “do not so much mark the phenomenon of migration 
as that of the aftermath of it.” (Yildiz, 2012, p. 170). Alongside still swelling 
numbers of migrant laborers who are often the focus of attention in the inter-
national press, new generations of postmigrants add increased diversity to the 
socioeconomic and sociocultural tapestry of Qatar. These “multidimensional 
shifts in migration patterns” (Meissner & Vertovec, 2014, p. 541) necessarily 
alter the linguistic landscape of the emerging superdiverse global sites. It is 
this linguistic superdiversity that is of importance in the discussion of writing 
studies in the MENA region. While the scale of the city of Doha and, indeed, 
the entire country is smaller than that of cities traditionally considered global 
hubs (like London, for example), Qatar has many of the features and “inter-
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related dimensions of globalization and global cities characteristics” (Block, 
2008, p. 2) that, given the shifting dynamics of the region, are becoming more 
common in other areas of MENA as well.

Qatar, then, can be usefully seen as a site of superdiversity, a convergence 
of peoples, cultures, and languages, for varied and unpredictable reasons, that 
is at once dynamic and integrative in situ, as well as constantly and immedi-
ately connected to multiple points of origin through easily accessed digital 
technologies. The result is a vibrantly varied population that communicates 
across and among its constituents, orally and in writing, across numerous 
speech communities, for work, family, education, travel, social systems and 
services, or leisure enjoyment. The students who populate first-year compo-
sition courses at U.S. universities in Qatar are part of this “postmigrant” era; 
they are master navigators of their polycentric, transnational, and translingual 
world (Canagarajah, 2012).

As Blommaert (2013b) writes, superdiversity “denies us the comfort of a 
set of easily applicable assumptions about our object, its features and mean-
ings” (p. 3). What assumptions do we make of the students in a U.S. composi-
tion course in the US versus those in the MENA region? In what ways do we 
leverage students’ language rich backgrounds, their metacognitive awareness 
of language systems, and the ease with which they move between identities 
and spaces of their worlds? 

In the US, for example, there is a tendency to divide composition stu-
dents very broadly into the two categories of native speakers and second-lan-
guage learners, categories which are likely not accurate in the first instance 
and which obscure the complexities of students’ language and cultural expe-
riences. For example, when we consider a student a native speaker of English 
(leaving aside the question of the validity of conflating speech and writing), 
we more likely mean a monolingual English user, someone we assume to have 
not just a tacit and intuitive facility with speaking and writing in English, but 
one who also shares a set of values, experiences, and knowledge about English 
that is consistent with the academy we work in, the materials we use, and 
the developmental pathways we anticipate our students will follow. Those are 
sizable assumptions. Further, in our U.S. writing classrooms, we often do not 
acknowledge the language other than English that our students bring to the 
classroom or make the effort to surface, value and draw upon other literacies 
and repertoires, or take advantage of the metalinguistic knowledge they may 
have from learning and using other languages. Rather, the monolingual par-
adigm continues to structure how we teach and understand our learners, as a 
number of U.S. scholars have pointed out (e.g., Horner, NeCamp & Dona-
hue, 2011; Matsuda, 2006).
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In Qatar, we cannot start from a position that assumes and privileges a 
shared understanding of and set of experiences with English (or even Ar-
abic)—not cultural, educational, or linguistic. Given the great diversity, we 
have to assume there will be very little in common among the students in the 
ways they have learned and used English in their lives prior to studying at 
an English-medium university. We must begin from a new common starting 
point. As a class unfolds and the students learn more about each other, their 
rich, lived language experiences typically come to the fore, and a new space 
of hybridity is created where there is no one who represents the monolingual 
native speaker norm. In composition classes in Qatar and other MENA sites, 
superdiversity compels us to deconstruct the ideologies and practices behind 
traditional categories of learners.

Blommaert (2013a) poses two central questions about superdiversity:

The interaction of these two forces—new and more complex 
forms of migration, and new and more complex forms of 
communication and knowledge circulation—has generated 
a situation in which two questions have become hard to an-
swer: who is the Other? And who are we? The Other is now 
a category in constant flux, a moving target about whom very 
little can be presupposed. (p. 5)

When we pose these questions about who we are and who the writers are 
at English-medium, U.S. universities in Qatar, we find it difficult to provide 
simple answers: Who is the other? Who are we? Both of these seemingly 
essential categories shift into a new light when explored in the context of 
superdiverse sites like Qatar. Further, who is the second-language learner, the 
native speaker, the foreign student, the international student? The categories 
no longer easily apply. 

In a recent writing class, for example, one of my students grew up speak-
ing French with his mother, a regional dialect of Arabic with his father and 
siblings, Modern Standard Arabic at grammar school, and both French and 
English in high school. At an English-medium university in a third country, 
what category of writer and learner applies to him? Or to the half-Spanish, 
half-Egyptian student who has been in English-language schools since kin-
dergarten but speaks Spanish and Arabic at home: is she a second language 
learner of English? In what ways would an ESL writing course respond to 
the complexities of her language knowledge and use? Student profiles such as 
the two examples here are in fact the norm and not the exception in MENA 
(see Annous, Nicolas & Townsend; Arnold et al.; Hodges & Kent; Jarkas & 
Fakhreddine; Miller & Pessoa; Ronesi; Rudd & Telafici, this volume). As 
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identities and language profiles become ever more multi-layered, fitting com-
plex and dynamic human beings into fixed categories of identity that describe 
a less-connected, less-mobile, less-global world of the past, seems not only 
improbable but totally unhelpful.

Asking such questions from within MENA about MENA students 
should push us to ask the same questions in other contexts, particularly in 
the US: What does it mean to be a first or second language writer in a world 
where heterogeneous identities are common and mobility and communica-
tion displace borders and distance? What is useful in labeling a language 
as a defined and discrete system when “languages” such as English, Arabic, 
and Spanish have so many varieties and dialects? We only need look to Ara-
bic for an excellent example. Arabic is not simply diglossic, the two varieties 
being Modern Standard Arabic (MSA), which is debated and contested in 
the literature as a native language or mother tongue (Albirini, 2016), and a 
regional dialect, of which there are a great many varieties. Qatari, Lebanese, 
and Egyptian Arabic, for example, are distinctly different dialects, all equally 
different from MSA. Consequently, an Egyptian student who has moved to 
Qatar will not only know Egyptian Arabic, but will have learned English 
and MSA at school, possibly French as well, the Gulf dialect more generally, 
and the Qatari dialect, too. It becomes inaccurate to consider such a student 
in the English composition classroom a second-language user of English. 
Linear understandings of language acquisition are rapidly giving way to more 
dynamic views of development and use (Larsen-Freeman, 2012).

Linguistic Superdiversity and Its 
Implications for Writing Studies

If we adopt a critical sociolinguistic perspective, then we can start to see lan-
guage and superdiversity “as a space of synthesis, a point of convergence or 
a nexus of developments” where new understandings are possible, and “[to] 
see complexity, hybridity, ‘impurity’ and other features of ‘abnormal’ socio-
linguistic objects as ‘normal’”(Blommaert, 2013b, pp. 2-3), as today’s global 
renditions of yesterday’s fixed forms. That is to say that sites like Qatar open 
a space for thinking differently about how we understand and respond to 
language in context in writing studies. Examining the rich linguistic diversity 
in English-medium higher education in Qatar, we may find, as Blommaert 
say, that: 

a space of theoretical work emerge[s] in which “exceptional” 
forms of language [are] increasingly seen as privileged lenses 
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through which a different gaze on all of language became 
possible. In other words: starting from exceptionally “unusu-
al” language, “normal” language also [begins] to look differ-
ent. (Blommaert, 2013b, p. 4.)

When we look more closely at what we might have traditionally cate-
gorized as “learner English” or “foreign student writing,” we might start to 
understand writing of all varieties in a new light.

The concept of superdiversity also helps us understand that many writers 
in today’s transnational world do not operate in one language as discrete and 
separate from the others that they use. Rather, 

[i]n a superdiverse context, mobile subjects engage with a 
broad variety of groups, networks and communities, and 
their language resources are consequently learned through a 
wide variety of trajectories, tactics and technologies, ranging 
from formal language learning to entirely informal “encoun-
ters” with language. (Blommaert & Backus, 2012, p. 1)

In arguing for “a mature sociolinguistics of writing,” Blommaert challeng-
es us to “unthink the unproductive distinction between ‘language’ and ‘writ-
ing’, to view writing as the object of sociolinguistic inquiry” (2012b, p. 1). To 
do so, we also need to ask new questions, starting with how we view language 
itself. Indeed, Jørgensen, Karrebæk, Madsen and Møller (2011), arguing from 
a sociolinguistic perspective challenge the widely held view that “‘language’ 
can be separated into different ‘languages’” (p. 23), such as English or Ara-
bic. They describe languages instead as “abstractions, they are sociocultural or 
ideological constructions” (p. 23). Like Blommaert, they call us to move away 
from a bounded view of languages that can be categorically separated into 
first and second (or third or fourth) languages and acknowledge instead the 
rich complexity of resources deployed in social communication. In the view 
of Blommaert and Rampton (2012, p.1), “languages have now been denatu-
ralized, the linguistic is treated as just one semiotic among many”—in other 
words, static categories such as L1 and L2 cannot persist. 

With regard to monolingual ideology that is called into critical view, 
Yildiz (2014), in her exploration of the postmonolingual condition of the 
twenty-first century, argues that: 

Recognizing the workings of the monolingual paradigm . . . 
requires a fundamental reconceptualization of European and 
European-inflected thinking about language, identity and 
modernity. For monolingualism is much more than a simple 
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quantitative term designating the presence of just one lan-
guage. Instead, it constitutes a key structuring principle that 
organizes the entire range of modern social life, from the 
construction of individuals and their proper subjectivities to 
the formation of disciplines and institutions, as well as imag-
ined collectives such as cultures and nations. (p. 2)

When we choose to view language through a postmonolingual lens and to 
engage the tensions between monolingualism and multilingualism, as Yildez 
compels us to do, we can untangle the categories and concepts of first, second, 
foreign (etc.) language, so writing studies can more meaningfully engage in 
global contexts in a postmonolingual world.

This change in our viewpoint calls for a paradigmatic shift in writing stud-
ies: We need to move beyond clearly demarcated views of languages, fixed in 
a rigid order of acquisition along a linear path of development, toward a more 
dynamic understanding of situated language development and use, and view 
writing within this larger frame as an object of critical sociolinguistic inquiry 
that informs both the teaching and learning of writing.

As teachers and scholars of writing in post-secondary education, we can 
apply this thinking to our work by first expanding our awareness of ourselves 
and others, and opening our theorizing to cross pollination from related 
fields, applied linguistics and critical sociolinguistics among them. We can 
then critically examine the assumptions of the theoretical frameworks, cur-
ricula, textbooks, and assessment tools that have structured writing studies; 
the language and behaviors that shape our scholarship and practice, revisit-
ing our vocabulary in light of new understandings and discarding terms that 
might be holding us back. For example, categories of writers such as “native 
speaker” and “ESL” have been left unexamined too long; they tie us to a past 
out of sync with today’s reality and potentially create artificial dichotomies 
that can polarize our thinking. Reconsidering these terms will actually help 
us re-evaluate how we order and organize our thinking and our field. Many 
of the authors of the chapters that follow describe student bodies that al-
ready challenge and problematize these entrenched terms in their work in 
Lebanon (Annous, Nicolas & Townsend; Arnold et al.; Jarkas & Fakhred-
dine), the UAE (Ronesi) as well as others in Qatar (Hodges & Kent; Miller 
& Pessoa; Rudd & Telafici). Critically examining our work invites us to 
move away from old labels and the static categories they prescribe, and, in 
searching for new language to describe and develop the work of our field, we 
will undoubtedly come to new understandings. The place to begin evolving 
the paradigm is in the language itself.
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Conclusion

Recent attention to internationalization in composition in North American 
higher education is causing the field of composition to reconsider mono-
lingual assumptions in our pedagogy and scholarship (Horner, NeCamp & 
Donhue, 2011; Matsuda, 2006). Further, as Donahue (2009) points out, while 
our focus has been on how “the US experience is being internationalized,” 
we need to consider how the “import/export focal points create blind spots,” 
in how we understand the assumptions behind our own thinking and prac-
tice. As Zawacki and Habib (2014) argue, it is “time to re-examine our role 
as teachers of language . . . and to consider what new or different questions 
we in writing studies should be asking about where and how we can attend 
to students’ language development—cognitive and sociocultural, grammatical 
and rhetorical, linguistic (fluency and accuracy)—within the writing process-
es we’re teaching our students to employ” (p. 651), as well as how “to generate 
new questions about the languaging and writing processes through which 
students acquire academic writing competence” (p. 655). 

In Qatar, and in other MENA contexts, we find ourselves teaching, re-
searching and doing our own writing in the context of superdiversity in a 
new transnational state: In our daily realities, our students move into a space 
they own together, unbound by first and second language distinctions, by 
communicating and writing in an English of higher education as part of a 
superdiverse context. How does a space like Qatar invite us to rethink and 
unthink the monolingual assumptions and constructs that dominate U.S.-
based writing studies, whether at international branch campuses or locally 
operated extensions of American (or other) institutions?

As we consider a critical sociolinguistic frame in our rethinking and un-
thinking, we are challenged by Blommaert (2015), who asks whether “certain 
academic discourses [are] ‘clearly’ locked into one or another culture” thus 
providing “an implicit judgment of the legitimacy of voice” (p. 1). When we 
ask this question of writing studies, we should not be too surprised to find 
that U.S.-based discourses appear to enjoy this implicit legitimacy of voice, 
as evidenced in the content of textbooks and scholarly journals alike, whether 
discourses around student writers, pedagogies, or scholarship. We should not 
be surprised, either, that we still seem to be “locked” into a predominantly 
American culture of theorizing and doing composition studies, where the 
categories of L1, L2, native speaker, and so on continue to constrain both our 
thinking and our impact. Blommaert helps to expose the underlying mono-
lingual ideology and the terminology and assumptions that hold us back from 
more meaningful international exchanges, as instances of multidirectional, 
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transnational meaning making in a mobile and connected reality. 
Along these lines, Yildiz (2014) challenges our rethinking and unthinking 

further with her question: “What is the relationship between language and 
identity today? According to the monolingual paradigm, there is one priv-
ileged language, the mother tongue” (p. 202). In complex and superdiverse 
sites like Qatar, the idea of “mother tongue,” as I’ve argued, is problematic 
when hybrid realities call for much greater flexibility and fluidity in commu-
nication, and a “mother tongue” becomes just one of many resources. Yildiz’s 
(2014) message is powerful for teaching writing in the superdiverse MENA 
region. As she says, “Recognizing the monolingual paradigm and its work-
ings can be a step towards denaturalizing monolingualism as an unquestioned 
norm and standard according to which other linguistic configurations and 
practices are measured” (p. 206). For the MENA region, this means recog-
nizing and moving away from the traditional monolingual assumptions of 
U.S. composition studies and developing instead a more locally situated but 
globally informed approach to the teaching of writing. There is much oppor-
tunity in thinking about superdiversity and a critical sociolinguistics of writ-
ing in Qatar and the MENA region, but also anywhere else where writing is 
taught, explored, practiced, studied, developed, and discussed; opportunity to 
question the language we use to organize and interpret the world of writers 
and writing. If we reflect on the lessons of Qatar and dare to unthink what 
no longer serves but constrains us, then we are poised to create “a new culture 
in our scholarship of writing” (Blommaert, 2015, p. 2). This new culture is one 
that will recognize and value the complexities of living, learning and com-
municating in a post-monolingual world and will reconfigure teaching and 
scholarship in this light.
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2   Global Spread of English in 
Academia and Its Effects 
on Writing Instruction in 
Turkish Universities

Hacer Hande Uysal
Gazi University (Turkey)

This chapter examines Turkish macro-level state policies of 
scholarly publishing from the 1980s when publications were 
mainly in Turkish, to the present when Turkish has lost its sig-
nificance with regulations mandating that international pub-
lications be written in English as a prerequisite for academic 
promotion. Second, a field study explores the influences of the 
state publishing policies on both Turkish and English aca-
demic writing instruction in two major universities in Ankara 
(one Turkish- and one English-medium), focusing on three 
sub-policies of language-in-education policy implementation: 
access, curriculum, and materials and methodology. The results 
indicate that despite some conflicting micro-level planning 
and practices with state policies, the macro-level state policy 
has largely influenced the academic literacy practices at these 
universities as more courses aimed at developing English aca-
demic writing skills and Anglo-American research traditions 
are offered while academic writing in Turkish is neglected. 
English has gained a higher status and hegemony in scientific 
literacy, especially in the English-medium university, yet both 
Turkish and English writing instruction need to improve in 
quality.

Keywords: global spread of English; Turkish language policy; 
scholarly publication; academic writing instruction

The global spread of English in academia and scholarly publishing, and 
its political and pedagogical consequences, have been of interest in recent 
scholarship (e.g., Canagarajah, 2002; Flowerdew, 1999, 2000; Lillis & Curry, 
2010; Philipson, 2008; Swales, 1997; Tardy, 2004). The spread of English in 
academia as the lingua franca of scientific publications has caused increasing 
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pressure on academics around the world to write in English and according to 
English norms. As written academic discourse in English is highly standard-
ized and embedded in Anglo-American culture, and as Anglo-Americans 
are in gatekeeping positions in most international journals (Tardy, 2004), this 
imposition of English on scholars who are non-native speakers (NNS) of 
English has raised the issues of linguistic and cultural hegemony (Kaplan, 
2001; Phillipson, 2006; Swales, 1997; Tardy, 2004). The diffusion of powerful 
cultural rhetoric, especially through academic writing instruction (Canagara-
jah, 1999), and the homogeneity caused by the elimination of other cultural 
rhetorics over time, has been a major concern (Kachru, 1995; Mauranen, 1993). 

The pressures caused by the global spread of English in academia and in 
scholarly publications have also influenced governmental policy-making in 
many countries that aim to become a part of the global scientific community. 
However, although some studies have examined the spread of English lan-
guage in state policies in local contexts (e.g., Uysal, Plakans, & Dembovskaya, 
2007), research investigating the spread of English specifically in scholarly 
publishing policies in local contexts is limited, and research looking into the 
interplay between macro-level government policies of scholarly publishing 
and micro-level academic writing instruction is almost nonexistent. Yet, as 
Baldauf (2005) suggests, macro-level policies often extend to micro situations 
such as educational practices, but applications at this level can also be inde-
pendent and different from the macro-level policies. Thus, investigations at 
micro level are also needed “to better understand both policy implementation 
and solutions of micro-policy problems” (Baldauf, 2005, p. 964).

Therefore, to fill this important gap in the literature, this study explores 
this global issue through the example of Turkey. The study first historical-
ly examines the macro-level state policies of scholarly publishing in Turkey. 
Second, as studies of language policies in practice are needed (Ramanathan, 
2005; Spolsky, 2004), and education is a critical vehicle for language spread 
(Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997), the impact of the state policies on micro-level prac-
tices of academic writing instruction is also explored in two major universities 
in Ankara, Turkey, focusing on three sub-policies of language-in-education 
policy implementation—access, curriculum, and materials and methodology 
(Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997, 2005). 

Historical Background
Turkish Language and Literacy Planning in General

Turkey was founded as a democratic nation-state in 1923 after the collapse of 
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the multinational Ottoman Empire. Due to its unique history and geopolit-
ical location between Asia and Europe, Turkey has often faced struggles be-
tween opposing forces such as West and East, past and future, modernization 
and nationalism (Akarsu, 1999; Kinzer, 2001). This complexity is also reflected 
by unclear goals and contradictory practices in language planning and policy. 
For example, while English is offered as the only foreign language in most 
state schools, and the spread of English in education has been strongly en-
couraged as a means of modernization and westernization, English-medium 
education at secondary schools was eliminated in 1997 as it was seen as a 
threat to the purity and status of Turkish (Uysal et al., 2007, p. 197).

Nonetheless, the global spread of English has been strongly felt in Tur-
key, which has always turned its face to the West more than the East, having 
been the member of NATO and OECD, the Council of Europe, and OSCE, 
and a candidate for European Union membership (Eurydice, 2010). English 
became influential especially after World War II because of increasing con-
tact and closer ties with the United States (Demircan, 1988). English was 
embraced to integrate Turkey with the west, to participate in international 
communication, and to achieve technological and economic advancement 
and modernization. In addition, due to the gatekeeping function of English 
in Turkey, internal motives such as gaining access to better education and 
career opportunities, higher living standards, and academic promotion also 
contributed to the spread of English (Dogancay-Aktuna & Kızıltepe, 2005). 

The spread of English has also been promoted through national lan-
guage-in-education planning in Turkey—an “expanding circle” context 
(Kachru, 1992).1 For example, 99.95% of primary-school students and 91.94% 
of secondary-school students learn English as a compulsory foreign language 
(Tok & Arıbaş, 2008), and students start learning English in second grade. 
In tertiary education, the spread of English is even more strongly evident as 
English has increasingly become the medium of education in many univer-
sities. For example, while English-medium instruction (EMI) was offered in 
six universities in 1990, around 79 out of 165 universities currently offer edu-
cation completely in English in all departments (100% English), or in some 
departments, such as Economics, Medicine, and Engineering, or through 
some courses in English (30% English) (ÖSYM, 2011). EMI has been a topic 
of hot debate for years. While some support EMI for providing opportuni-
ties for content-based learning and actual use of English (Alptekin, 1998; 
Bear, 1998; Sert, 2008), the majority oppose it, arguing that EMI reduces 
students’ ability to understand concepts, leads to superficial content learning, 
threatens Turkish, and creates an elite class alienated from the realities of the 
society (e.g., Demircan, 1995; Kılıçkaya, 2006; Kırkgöz, 2005; Köksal, 2002; 
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Sinanoğlu, 2002) (see also Hayes & Mansour, this volume, for a related dis-
cussion of the impact of societal pressures on English-language education 
in Bahrain). 

With respect to Turkish language and literacy planning, first, the coun-
try went through an extensive language reform to realize a new national 
identity, language unity and modernization between 1920 and 1930 (Do-
gancay-Aktuna, 1995). Ottoman—the higher diglossic variety composed of 
Turkish, Persian, and Arabic based on Arabic script—was abandoned, and 
Turkish—the lower diglossic variety—was accepted with the Latin alphabet 
as the national language. As a result, even the small number of people who 
were literate in Ottoman became illiterate overnight, and the literacy rate 
in Turkish was only 6% in 1923 (Dogancay-Aktuna, 1998). However, due to 
meticulous governmental efforts, the average adult literacy rate has today in-
creased to 88.7% (UNDP Report, 2009). Nevertheless, as literacy experiences 
in modern Turkish have been quite recent, Turkish literacy education still 
has serious problems, especially in regard to writing (Ayyıldız & Bozkurt, 
2006; Göçer, 2010). 

Turkish Macro-level Scholarly Publishing Policies 

In this section, state policies of scholarly publishing and factors behind these 
policies are discussed according to the changes in views and tendencies with 
regards to scientific publications in Turkey. This historical analysis is done 
based on published literature, regulations/laws, policy documents from the 
related Turkish state institutions, and Eurydice (2010) as data sources. 

A Brief Historical Look at Scholarly Publishing Policies (1981-Present)

Until the 1980s, Turkish universities were basically teaching-oriented, and 
scholarly publishing was not a part of academic duty for many academics. 
However, in 1981, with the centralization and restructuring of all Turkish 
higher education institutions under the supervision of the Higher Edu-
cation Council (HEC), principles of the Anglo-American university sys-
tem in terms of education, research, and general university structure, which 
highlighted the importance of research and publishing, were adopted. This 
change gave rise to a new understanding within the long-established teach-
ing-oriented Turkish university culture (Ak & Gülmez, 2006; Ardınç, 2007). 
However, in this period, publications were still mainly in Turkish and in 
national journals; additionally, many publications lacked proper citations, 
which often resulted in plagiarism (Ardınç, 2007; Pazarlıoğlu & Özkoç, 
2009). 
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Later, international publications started to gain momentum, especially in 
the disciplines of the Natural Sciences and Medicine after the 1993 economic 
incentive program for international publications initiated by the Turkish Sci-
entific & Technological Research Council (TUBITAK) through its sub-unit 
Academic Network & Information Center (ULAKBIM). This was followed 
by individual university’s initiations of economic incentives and rewards for 
international publications (Arıoğlu & Girgin, 2002). These incentives never 
covered national publications in Turkish; thus, in a way, local and Turkish 
publications were discouraged. In this period, the general writing tendency 
was simply to translate Turkish articles into English before submitting them 
to international journals (Ardınç, 2007), so academic writing instruction in 
English was not a priority.

Between the years 1996 and 1999, international publications started to 
gain priority over Turkish. Overall, a 26% of increase was monitored in pub-
lications in The Institute for Scientific Information (ISI) database (Başkurt, 
2007). However, the increasing quantity of the articles published in this pe-
riod was negatively correlated with their quality as manifested by the de-
crease in citation statistics between 1993 and 1999 (Arıoğlu & Girgin, 2003). 
Thus, to increase the quality and standards of international publications, in 
1997, TUBITAK excluded conference proceedings, reports, and opinion ar-
ticles from the incentive program and limited the applications to research 
articles published in journals in the ISI database. This led to an increase in 
research articles along with a dramatic decrease in theoretical or opinion ar-
ticles (Arıoğlu & Girgin, 2002, 2003). During this period, the importance 
of acquiring writing skills in English was understood, and ethical concerns 
regarding plagiarism were also raised with increasing western influence in 
academia (Ardınç, 2007).

With participation in the Bologna Reform Process (1999), Turkey un-
dertook steps for integration, such as standardization, academic quality as-
surance, and accreditation in tertiary education in line with the European 
standards (HEC, 2010). These integration attempts with Europe and with 
the global scientific world resulted in developing new standards for academic 
promotion, research, and publishing. Hence, for the first time, criteria for ac-
ademic promotion were established by the regulation of the Inter-University 
Council (IUC, 2000). With this regulation, proficiency in a foreign language 
and publications in journals indexed in the ISI database became mandatory 
requirements for associate professorship in most fields. In addition, inter-
national publications were endowed with twice as much value as national 
publications. 

With the new publishing criteria and promotion policy of HEC, aca-
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demic performance started to be associated solely with the number of inter-
national publications in the ISI database. Overall, a steep increase in interna-
tional publications was observed between 1981 and 2010. While Turkey was 
45th among world countries with only 439 international publications in 1980 
(Ak & Gülmez, 2006), Turkey became 18th with 24,821 publications in 2008, 
and the total number of Turkish publications in ISI databases was 197,346 by 
2010 (Akıllı et al., 2009, TUBITAK-ULAKBIM, 2011). In this period, con-
cerns regarding the situation of Turkish as the language of science were also 
raised (e.g., Ergenç, 2001; Kılınç, 2001). 

Academic Literacy-in-Education 
Practices in Turkish Universities

To explore any connections between macro-level state policies and micro-lev-
el implementations, academic literacy-in-education planning and practices 
in two major state universities in Ankara were investigated. The focus of re-
search was on the three main sub-policies in language-in-education planning 
related to implementation—access, curriculum, and materials and methodol-
ogy—due to their direct relevance to the research goals (Kaplan & Baldauf, 
1997; 2005). The two universities selected represent different orientations and 
perspectives. Gazi University (GAZI)—a Turkish-medium university—was 
established in 1926 with a more traditional, nationalistic, and teaching-ori-
ented view. It is one of the most populous universities in Turkey with more 
than 77,000 students. The Middle East Technical University (METU), on 
the other hand, was established in 1957 around a U.S.-university model with 
100% English-medium education. It is a more elite and research-oriented 
university with around 26,000 students. 

Methodology
Data Collection

The methods used included document collection and analysis, and interviews 
were also conducted to confirm and validate the findings. First, to under-
stand how access and curriculum policy are impacted by the implementation 
of macro-level state policies, courses with an academic writing component 
were identified by looking at curricula in all departments in both universities 
and the HEC’s course descriptions. Second, these courses were examined 
in detail based on the syllabi, textbooks, and assessment rubrics obtained 
from university websites or from instructors and students. Finally, to sup-
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plement information derived from the documentary sources and to establish 
cross-validation and triangulation (Merriam, 1998), face-to-face semi-struc-
tured interviews with key informants were conducted in both universities. 

The participants constituted 40 students from various departments (24 
students from GAZI and 16 students from METU) who had already taken 
the writing/research courses in their particular university and 16 instructors 
(nine instructors from GAZI and seven instructors from METU) who had 
taught at least one course with an academic writing component in either 
GAZI or METU. The participants were selected on a voluntary basis through 
several campus visits to the Schools of Foreign Languages, English Language 
Teaching, and Turkish Education programs in both universities, and to the 
Department of Modern Languages at METU. Semi-structured interviews 
were chosen as a method because they provide reliable and comparable qual-
itative data through two-way communication (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006). In 
the interviews, questions were asked regarding: class hours devoted to writ-
ing; genres and writing features taught; level of writing; textbooks used; main 
objectives; and teaching approaches and methods. Notes were taken during 
the interview and, when necessary, additional questions were asked later via 
e-mail (See Appendix 1 for interview questions). 

Data Analysis

Kaplan & Baldauf ’s (1997; 2005) policy descriptions for access (who learns 
what and when), curriculum (how much time is allocated to writing instruc-
tion in the curriculum, what are the objectives of teaching/learning), and ma-
terials and methods (which materials and methodology are employed) were 
used as a framework of guidance in data analysis. For example, the documents 
were analyzed according to the amount of time allocated to teaching and 
practicing academic writing in classes; the course objectives were analyzed 
according to the writing genres covered and the level of writing done (e.g., 
writing paragraphs vs. research papers). The content of the course materials, 
rubrics, and syllabi were also analyzed according to the presence or absence of 
certain Anglo-American writing features, such as plagiarism, linear deductive 
organization, topic sentences, and cohesive markers. This analysis highlight-
ed the western influence on academic writing instruction as well as source 
awareness, and the value attached to academic writing and these writing fea-
tures (Krippendorff, 2004). Then, the notes taken during the interview were 
read to determine whether or not they confirmed the findings of the docu-
ment analysis and also to understand in depth the methodology and practices 
used in writing classes. 
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Results 
Access Policy

Upon examination of HEC’s course descriptions and curriculum in all de-
partments in both universities, it was found that a variety of compulsory and 
elective courses involving Turkish composition and research skills, as well as 
English academic writing, are available for students. Academic writing cours-
es in METU and GAZI in both Turkish and English are similar at the lower 
undergraduate level but vary at the upper undergraduate level. Recently, some 
new academic writing courses have been introduced, especially at graduate 
level, and additional support for English academic writing (such as writing 
centers) has also been on the rise in both universities. The courses with an 
academic writing component in Turkish and English in the two universities 
can be seen in table 2.1. 

Table 2.1. Courses with an academic writing component in GAZI and METU

Medium GAZI METU
Intensive English Preparatory Class (two semesters)
English Compulsory for the 30% En-

glish-medium programs and 
English majors since 1996. 

Compulsory for all departments since 
1961.

Undergraduate 
English 1: General English for two 

semesters (C). 
1: Advanced Reading &Writ-
ing for two semesters only for 
English majors (ELT) (C) 
2: General English for two 
semesters (C)

1: English for Academic Purposes I & 
II (EAP) for two semesters (C) since 
the foundation of the university.
1: Advanced Reading &Writing for 
two semesters only for English majors 
(ELT)(C) 
2: Research Methods (C) for a semester.
3: Advanced Writing & Research Skills 
(C) for English majors.
3 or 4: Writing Term Papers (E). (Not 
opened for the last 2 years).

Turkish 1: Turkish I: Composition 
(C)  
or 
2: Turkish I & II
2: Research Techniques (C) 
for a semester.

1: Turkish Written Communication  
or
3: Turkish I & II (C)

Graduate
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Medium GAZI METU
English Ph.D. Writing for publication 

course in ELT program (E) 
since 2011.

MA or MS Research Methods for some 
departments (C).
Ph.D. Research Methods (C)

Turkish Ph.D. Research Techniques 
(C) 
Academic Writing I & II 
(since 2011)
Creative Thinking and Writ-
ing in Arts Education (E) 
Academic Writing in Biology 
(E) 

Additional Support for English Academic Writing
A weekend course for 
academic faculty on English 
scientific writing for one 
semester in Fall 2010.
An English Academic Writ-
ing Center since 2015.

An English Academic Writing Center 
since 2001

Coding: C: Compulsory | E: Elective  | 1: 1st year course  | 2: 2nd year course  | 3 or 4: 3rd or 4th year 
course

In preparatory classes, where students are immersed in English for at least 
20 hours a week for a full academic year before they start their undergraduate 
studies, it was found that academic writing is offered only in English in both 
universities. Yet, it is important to note that preparatory English education is 
compulsory for the 30% English (some programs at GAZI, such as econom-
ics and engineering) and 100% English-medium departments (all programs 
at METU) (HEC 2008).

During the first-year undergraduate studies, compulsory general English 
or English for Academic Purposes courses (EAP I & II) are also taught in 
both universities for two semesters. Again in the first year, English majors in 
English language teaching (ELT) programs are required to take an integrat-
ed Advanced Reading and Writing (ARW) course for three hours a week 
for two semesters. Likewise, in the first year of the undergraduate studies, a 
common compulsory Turkish or Turkish Composition class is offered to all 
students for two semesters in both universities. These first-year Turkish and 
English courses are similar at both universities, as these are required courses 
by the HEC for all departments in all universities in Turkey (HEC, 2008).

In upper-level courses at the undergraduate level, on the other hand, more 
differences are observed between the two universities as METU offers more 
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opportunities for academic writing, particularly in English, to a wider student 
population than GAZI. For example, in the second and third years, compul-
sory and elective courses targeting acquisition of English academic writing 
and research skills are available in METU for all programs. In addition, while 
the research methods courses are offered in Turkish for all majors including 
English majors in GAZI, the same courses are offered in English in METU. 
At the graduate level, several new graduate courses aimed at teaching ad-
vanced academic writing skills have been introduced in both universities. 
Moreover, there has been a recent increase in additional academic writing 
support in English, such as writing centers both in METU and GAZI and a 
weekend English scientific writing course in GAZI.

This significant increase in the variety of academic literacy courses at the 
graduate level and in the amount of additional support for English academic 
writing took place especially after 2000 when international publications in 
English became a prerequisite for academic promotion and started to be seen 
as the number one indicator of academic success in HEC’s policies. This indi-
cates that the macro-level state policies might have influenced the academic 
literacy-in-education planning and instruction in both universities. Yet, it is 
also important to note that while these opportunities all target English ac-
ademic writing in METU, Turkish writing instruction has remained stable 
over the years. 

Curriculum Policy 

Time Allocated to Academic Literacy Education

Time is an important prerequisite for the development of academic writing 
skills, which involve complex linguistic, cognitive, and socio-cultural factors. 
Building academic writing skills requires a long time and intensive practice 
to be able to use the language accurately and appropriately; to employ skills 
and strategies related to the writing process such as generating ideas, draft-
ing, organizing, revising, and editing; as well as to establish social skills such 
as developing awareness of writing conventions, genre-specific features, and 
audience expectations in a particular context. Acquisition of these skills in 
L2 entails even more time and practice, as it means socialization into a new 
discourse community that is likely to have different writing conventions and 
audience expectations. Therefore, the amount of writing instructional time is 
critical in any academic writing instruction, particularly L2 academic writing 
instruction. 

When we look at the situation in Turkish universities, despite the variety 
of the writing courses and the rise in the number of new academic writing 
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opportunities in both universities, as listed in Table 2.1, a detailed examina-
tion reveals problems with class time devoted to academic writing in practice. 
First, it was found that some planning by both the HEC and universities 
resulted in the elimination of certain academic writing courses, which thus 
caused serious limitations in classroom hours. For example, as reported in 
the Department of History booklet, the first-year EAP I & II in METU, 
which is currently four hours a week for two semesters, used to be ten hours 
a week before the mid-1980s, but as the HEC increased the student quota, 
which brought about a serious shortage of instructors, the number of hours 
for these ten-credit Freshman English courses had to be decreased to four. 
Similarly, the first-year ARW I & II courses, which are offered for English 
majors in ELT programs, is currently three hours a week for two semesters (a 
total of six credit hours). However, from the interviews with the instructors, it 
was understood that these courses were introduced to the curriculum in 2006 
by combining three separate academic literacy courses—Advanced Reading 
Skills and Advanced Writing Skills for two semesters, and a second-year Ac-
ademic Writing course for a semester (a total of 15 credit hours)—into one. 
As the number of classes and class hours allocated to academic literacy was 
restricted, academic literacy-in-education for English majors was negatively 
affected. This indicates a contradiction with the HEC’s own publishing poli-
cies, which, on the one hand, necessitate higher-order academic literacy skills 
for academic success and international publishing, and, on the other hand, 
decrease the number of academic writing courses and cut the class hours. 

Second, it was found that writing is generally embedded in the prepara-
tory and first-year general English or EAP courses but often neglected when 
compared to other language skills. The preparatory teachers in GAZI stated 
that, for the students who are not English majors, only around 10% of the 
total class hours (around one to two hours of the total 20-25 hours per week) 
are devoted to writing. All teachers said that writing is not given priority in 
their classes and it is often left behind other skills; therefore, students do not 
have enough opportunities to practice and produce effective academic papers. 
GAZI instructors said they lecture about writing one week and let the stu-
dents write for one hour in class the next week. That is, the students may only 
write for one hour every two weeks. Some instructors also mentioned that 
the students are not motivated to write in English because they do not write, 
but instead they take tests, in future English courses. Because writing is not 
central in university education in general, reading, grammar, and vocabulary, 
which often appear in tests, are given the utmost priority in English classes. 
At METU, the situation seems a little better than it is in GAZI. For example, 
the instructors said that teaching writing is an essential part of the program 
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from the very beginning of the academic year because students are asked 
to write paragraphs in the preparatory class exit exam. The classes comprise 
around 20% writing (three to five hours of the total 15-25 hours of English 
course per week), and students not only learn about writing rules but also 
practice writing in class every week. 

In the first-year English classes at METU, around one hour in a four-
hour-a-week EAP class is allocated to writing. Instructors said they try to 
attend to all skills equally and spend time on writing in class every week, but 
by writing for one hour a week, their students can only achieve basic-lev-
el writing in English. The instructors at GAZI stated that English is three 
hours a week, but writing is almost non-existent in the first-year English 
classes, especially for students who have not attended the preparatory class-
es. In the second year, nonetheless, they said the situation becomes better 
as they can allocate 20-30% of the course hours to writing. In the first-year 
ARW course for English majors, METU instructors stated that they distrib-
ute course time equally between reading and writing, but GAZI instructors 
maintained that approximately 70% of the class time is devoted to reading, 
while writing sections in the book are often given as homework for students 
because they do not have time to deal with writing in class. All instructors at 
GAZI complained that the integrated reading/writing course is ineffective 
when compared to previous separate reading and writing courses, and they 
claimed that the integration of both meant that neither reading nor writing 
could be taught adequately. Overall, all instructors and most students stated 
that the integrated Academic Reading and Writing course does not allow 
them to learn and practice higher-level academic writing skills such as the 
development of logical argument, or writing well-organized, cohesive, and 
coherent paragraphs and essays, due to time constraints. 

In the second-year Research Methods course, which is three hours a week 
in both universities, some writing instruction on research reporting is in-
cluded in the syllabus; however, the time allocated to writing in these classes 
largely varies according to the instructor and departments. For example, while 
some students said they actually wrote a research paper and received feedback 
between drafts in the Research Methods course, other students said they nev-
er wrote a research paper, but only took tests on research methods. In METU, 
in the third year, there is an additional Advanced Writing and Research Skills 
course for three hours a week for English majors. All students stated that 
they found this course very helpful as instructors attend to each individual 
writing assignment and provide feedback both in and out of classroom time 
whenever needed. However, instructors claimed that the course hours are not 
adequate for providing a sufficient knowledge base about both research and 
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writing skills at the same time, and thus teachers have to make personal sac-
rifices such as arranging extra office hours to help students with their writing. 
One instructor said they need more time because students come to classes 
with no previous knowledge of academic writing and scientific thinking skills 
in Turkish, which could then be transferred to English. 

Turkish Composition or Turkish I & II classes are only two hours a week 
for all programs for two semesters, and writing is only covered for one semes-
ter as part of a curriculum that includes not just writing but some content on 
language in general (see the next sections for a detailed description). There-
fore, when compared to the academic English writing instruction especially 
in METU, Turkish writing instruction at the undergraduate level seems to 
fall short for developing students’ Turkish academic writing skills. 

The graduate courses are all three hours a week for either the fall or spring 
semester. While the general research methods courses have been offered for 
almost three decades, specific writing courses targeting academic writing, in-
cluding thesis writing and writing for publishing purposes, have been more 
recently introduced to the curriculum in various departments, especially at 
GAZI. Moreover, some additional support for English writing in the form of 
writing centers has also been offered at both universities. The writing centers 
at METU and GAZI offer one-on-one tutorial sessions for 45 minutes to 
graduate students and academic faculty by appointment. According to the 
writing center director of METU, approximately 300-350 sessions are held in 
one semester to offer help with English academic writing. Because the writ-
ing center has just been opened at GAZI, such statistics are not yet available. 
At GAZI, a weekend course on English scientific writing was also offered 
in 2010 for three hours a week for eight weeks during the fall semester for 
graduate students, research assistants, and faculty. 

Objectives of the Courses (Targeted Genres and the Levels of Writing)

In preparatory classes and the first-year English courses, English academic 
writing at the paragraph level and the essay level is offered. While EAP I 
mainly includes paragraph writing with just an introduction to essay writ-
ing, EAP II includes academic essay writing and incorporates a documented 
argumentative and a reaction-response essay in its syllabus. The ARW I & 
II courses for English majors at both universities also have a similar focus. 
While the former teaches mainly paragraph-level writing with an introduc-
tion to essay, the latter includes essay-level writing and an introduction to all 
types of essays. 

While academic English writing practices were found to be limited to 
paragraph and sometimes to essay-level writing at the undergraduate level, 
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the situation for Turkish is worse, as almost no Turkish academic writing 
instruction exists. Although Turkish composition courses are given for two 
semesters, writing is only taught for one semester, as the other Turkish com-
position course focuses on oral presentation skills and Turkish speaking skills. 
Moreover, the greater part of these courses comprises units about language, 
culture, and grammar. Although language, culture, and grammar are topics 
all closely related to writing, these issues are presented as lectures in isola-
tion, not combined with or integrated into writing instruction. Most students 
from various programs claimed that they have not written in these courses, 
but instead they only learned theoretical information through lectures about 
writing, including information about how to write in genres that were gener-
ally nonacademic, such as petitions, letters, tales, and poetry. Some students 
also asserted that their instructors mostly focused on Turkish grammar, spell-
ing, and punctuation, rather than making them practice actual writing. This 
situation is likely to have dire consequences, especially for students of the 
Turkish-medium programs (mostly social sciences and humanities) at GAZI, 
as this means these students do not practice academic writing in either Turk-
ish or English, while students in 30% English (hard sciences) at GAZI and 
100% English programs at METU experience at least some form of academic 
writing in English at the undergraduate level. 

As for the research courses, it was found that despite its existence in the 
syllabus, instruction on writing about or reporting on research comprises a 
small portion of the classes, and sometimes students even finish these courses 
without practicing any writing or submitting a research paper. Despite their 
variability, research methods courses at both the undergraduate and graduate 
levels generally focus on basic research methods and techniques, such as sta-
tistical sampling procedures, writing hypotheses, controlling variables, data 
collection, data evaluation, test reliability/validity, and quantitative and qual-
itative research methods, including surveys, case studies, correlation studies, 
and statistical analysis with SPSS program. Thus, only a small part of these 
courses deals with writing issues such as plagiarism, reviewing the literature, 
and reporting the research results. Moreover, as stated by the instructors and 
students, only some of these courses at the undergraduate level require in-
class writing or a written final project, and teacher feedback on drafts is often 
either limited or nonexistent. It was also found that in some classes, students 
only received theoretical instruction on writing and did not have any chance 
to write in or out of the class; instead, many students had multiple-choice 
or short-answer exams that asked them about research design and academic 
writing skills, such as statistical methods, referencing, or APA style. 

A few elective courses at METU and GAZI (mostly for English majors) 
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were found to have a deeper focus on scientific academic writing; however, 
these courses do not have a large impact, as they are limited in number and 
student access. However, at the graduate level, some graduate courses and 
additional activities target longer and more scientific writing of research pa-
pers, theses and dissertations, and even scientific articles, in harmony with the 
goals of the state policies.

Materials and Methodology Policy 

English and Turkish Instructional Materials

The analysis of materials in this part of the study demonstrates that English 
and Turkish academic writing textbooks and instruction differ in ways that 
are important to consider in relationship to how English and Turkish are 
valued in university courses and in scholarly publishing. Specifically, there are 
striking differences in the content and emphasis of textbooks (e.g., general 
versus academic) as well as in course assessment practices.

With respect to English academic writing, it was found that except for 
the books required in the first-year EAP I & II courses at METU, and ARW 
courses in the ELT programs at both universities, all books are written and 
published by western authors and publishers. For example, in the METU 
preparatory classes, Lifelines and Q: Skills for Success series by Oxford Univer-
sity Press, and the Top Notch series by Longman Pearson, with many supple-
mentary books written by both foreign and Turkish authors, are used. In the 
preparatory classes at GAZI, Speak Out as well as some writing books, such 
as Fundamentals of Academic Writing and Strategic Writing by Pearson, and 
Reading and Writing Unlock by Cambridge, are required. Similarly, the first- 
and second-year general English courses at GAZI follow English for Life and 
the Q: Skills for Success series by Oxford University Press. In the writing com-
ponent of these courses, the focus is on English writing rules regarding para-
graph and essay writing such as deductive organization, cohesion, coherence, 
unity, thesis statements, and topic sentences (see also Rudd & Telafici, this 
volume, for an appraisal of English-language writing textbooks in Qatar). 

Common locally produced books are also used in EAP I & II in METU 
and ARW courses in both universities. These books include all four language 
skills; yet, while all these skills are covered in EAP I & II, in ARW only the 
reading and writing parts are covered. The names of the books are Academic 
Survival Skills I & II, published by Black Swan (Ankara). These books are 
written by Turkish instructors working in the Modern Languages Depart-
ment at METU and are published by a local publisher; however, these books 
follow Anglo-American conventions of academic discourse. For example, the 
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first book presents topics related to expository and reaction paragraph writ-
ing, as well as conventions regarding paragraph writing, such as: introducing 
explicit main ideas and topic sentences; supporting ideas; different patterns of 
organization (narration, description, process analysis, etc.); supporting tech-
niques (e.g., examples & illustrations, data, facts, statistics, testimony, etc.); 
unity and coherence; and cohesive devices (with a list of transitions). In addi-
tion, the book provides an introduction to essay writing with rules regarding 
choosing and narrowing down a topic; making outlines; parallelism; coordi-
nation and subordination; formal writing style; hedging and tentativeness; 
introductory strategies; writing the body of the essay; conclusion strategies; 
unity and coherence; revising and editing strategies; writers’ techniques and 
purposes for writing (to inform, to persuade, etc.); and considering audience, 
point of view, tone, register, and style. 

The second book provides guidelines regarding how to write a re-
search-based documented argumentative essay and a reaction-response essay. 
First, some knowledge base is introduced about basics of doing and writing 
research, such as identifying and selecting relevant sources; referencing and 
citing according to APA; borrowing ideas (summarizing, paraphrasing, di-
rect quoting); plagiarism; and strategies of avoiding writer’s block. Then con-
ventions related to argumentation and argumentative writing are presented 
through various topics, such as writing an argumentative thesis; preparing a 
pro-con chart; refuting the counterarguments; outlining; unity and coher-
ence; avoiding logical fallacies; analyzing and synthesizing opinions; and 
avoiding sexist language. 

Turkish writing books have content that is quite different from the En-
glish academic writing books mentioned above. While English books are 
academically oriented, technical, detailed, and rule-based, Turkish writing 
books seem to have devoted considerable space to discussing more general 
issues about language, culture, civilizations, and history, rather than writing 
itself. In addition, a considerable part of the writing content focuses on genres 
of non-academic writing and creative writing. Writing instruction differs 
from English especially in terms of the emphasis given on certain writing 
topics addressed and the number of writing activities or exercises for practice. 
Moreover, although the writing rules seem to overlap with English at first 
sight, they are explained in a very general manner. Many specific details in 
global writing rules in English, such as cohesive markers, hedging, subordi-
nation, strategies related to the writing process, and paragraph structure (e.g., 
topic sentences) are either missing in the Turkish books or very superficially 
explained; instead, the focus seems to be more on sentence-level grammar 
rules and punctuation in writing. 
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For example, first it was found that some Turkish classes use no textbooks; 
yet, two textbooks were mentioned in the interviews for other Turkish classes. 
These were Türkçenin sırları (The Mysteries of Turkish) (Banarli,2013), which 
focuses only on Turkish language instruction (sentence-level grammar), and 
Üniversiteler için Türkçe I Yazılı Anlatım (Turkish I: Written Composition for 
Universities) (Yakici, Yucel, Dogan, & Savas, 2006). For the purposes of this 
research, the latter book on writing was analyzed. The first three units out of 
the six of the Yakici et al. (2006) textbook covers general topics, such as defi-
nitions of language, and the relationships between language and culture and 
culture and civilization. In the fourth unit, some theoretical knowledge about 
writing is introduced, such as topic selection; narrowing and development of 
the topic; the importance of words and sentences in composition; planning 
compositions; main ideas; use of imagination; types of expression (narration, 
description, definition, explanation, exemplification, persuasion, and com-
parison); point of view (creative writing and non-fiction opinion writing); 
textual analysis of written genres such as formal writing (petition, meeting or 
event records, meeting decision writing, report, job letter, CV, advertisement, 
memorandum, legal texts); creative writing (tale, fairy tale, poetry, short story, 
novel, drama); and opinion writing (article, criticism, essay, memoir, diary, 
travel writing, letter, interview, presentation). In the final unit, information 
about writing a bibliography, note taking and summarizing techniques are 
given. However, the focus then turns to sentence- and word-level language 
instruction rather than writing. For example, 25 Turkish grammar and spelling 
rules are explained one by one, and then common word- and sentence-level 
language problems and common mistakes in Turkish are listed under 27 cate-
gories, including wrong spelling; wrong use of apostrophe; parallelism; wrong 
use of idioms and proverbs; unnecessary verbs, and so on. These are followed 
by punctuation and abbreviation rules. 

As understood from course syllabi, textbooks and interviews, one striking 
finding was that Turkish courses include and emphasize mostly non-academic 
genres that do not adequately address the academic writing needs of the stu-
dents, as can be seen in the list of genres above. For example, while the book 
devotes 56 pages to creative writing such as fairy tales and writing poems, the 
essay is explained in a half page followed by some example essays, for a total 
of ten pages. Moreover, essay writing is explained in general terms mostly re-
lated to language style and personal voice when compared to English books, 
in which more specific and detailed rules on essay writing are given. Overall, 
creative writing, as well as some formal genres such as legal petitions and job 
letters, seem to be given priority over academic texts in Turkish classes. This 
suggests that some cultural factors may be at work, as suggested by contras-
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tive rhetoric research that discusses differences in writing education across 
cultures (e.g., Kadar-Fulop, 1988; Li, 1996; Liebman, 1992; Liu, 2005; Uysal, 
2008). Another reason for the difference might be the low importance given 
to writing in the higher education system in Turkey, as students reported they 
do not write much in Turkish composition classes or in their departmental 
courses, and instead often take short-answer or multiple-choice tests. Aca-
demic writing is not central to Turkish universities or in assessment proce-
dures, which is reflected in academic writing education as well. 

English L2 and Turkish L1 Teaching Approaches and Methods

There is considerable variation in teaching approaches and methods across 
English and Turkish language writing instruction at Turkish universities. In 
terms of teaching methods, scholars agree that learning L2 writing is an over-
whelmingly difficult process involving very complicated factors; therefore, no 
single teaching approach will suffice (Blanton & Kroll, 2002). Instead, all 
approaches to second language instruction should be blended together as 
each of these reflects a valuable and indispensable part of the second-lan-
guage writing construct (Silva, 1990). That is, the product approach focusing 
on lexical-syntactic features, controlled or guided composition focusing on 
discourse-level textual features; the process approach focusing on the under-
lying recursive and exploratory writing processes of the individual; the con-
trastive rhetoric approach focusing on the L1 cultural influences on writing; 
and the genre approach focusing on the social aspects of writing, such as 
writing according to the descriptors of various genres and expectations of 
audiences in specific contexts, should be used in a complementary manner. 
However, these approaches can be used selectively and some writing features 
may gain importance over others according to the purpose of the writing 
instruction. In the case of EAP classes and in any writing for publishing 
purposes, particularly for ESL/EFL students, product-oriented controlled or 
guided composition and genre approaches are often dominant. Thus, in aca-
demic ESL/EFL writing classes, the emphasis is often too much on the final 
product and the mastery of English academic writing conventions following 
strict models and formulas. Some scholars have expressed concern that this 
kind of instruction may lead to restriction in creativity inherent in writing 
(Hyland, 2003). Others have suggested that strictly following Anglo-Ameri-
can writing norms could result in assimilation into L2 cultural literacy or the 
elimination of individual voice and diversity in writing (Canagarajah, 1999; 
2002; Kachru, Y. 1997). Instead, some recent critical approaches recommend 
the maintenance of individual and cultural voice by representing one’s iden-
tity and code-mixing L1 rhetoric with English writing conventions even in 
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academic or scientific writing (Canagarajah, 2006a, 2006b; Curry & Lillis, 
2004; Harwood & Hadley, 2004).

With these concerns and recommendations in mind, we note that Turkish 
university instructors employ a product-oriented methodology with a limited 
reflection of genre and process approaches as students are getting familiar-
ized with the conventions of certain paragraph and essay types, and often 
students write one or two drafts before the final product in the preparatory, 
first- and second-year English, EAP, and ARW courses. Due to the time 
constraints, this first draft is often done at home and feedback is provided by 
the teachers on these texts in either written form or by showing the papers 
through an overhead projector or computer to the class and going over the 
problems in crowded classes. In ARW courses, an integrated reading-writing 
language teaching approach is also adopted. However, although this is a high-
ly advocated approach to academic writing as it provides students with both 
content knowledge and familiarity with rhetorical structure and conventions 
(e.g., Canagarajah, 2002; Hyland, 2000), in the Turkish context, as reported 
by the instructors, this approach was not successfully implemented due to 
the restricted class hours (see also Miller & Pessoa this volume for related 
discussion of writing classes in U.S. universities in Qatar). 

The third-year Writing Term Papers course at METU also uses foreign 
sources, which include the APA Publication Manual and Writing the Research 
Paper: A Handbook (Winkler & McCuen, 1999). On the other hand, the third-
year Advanced Writing and Research Skills course at METU and the oth-
er research courses do not use a particular textbook but follow photocopied 
materials generally based on foreign sources. Besides research techniques and 
statistical knowledge, these courses have more in-depth content for research 
writing regarding APA style, quoting, summarizing, paraphrasing, and syn-
thesizing, avoiding plagiarism, argument fallacies, citations, and referencing. 
In these classes, students receive one-on-one written and oral feedback in all 
steps of their writing of the research papers, and they write multiple drafts 
in and out of the classes thanks to personal efforts of the instructors. In the 
graduate writing courses at GAZI, again no specific textbook is used. The 
courses are based on lectures, readings, textual analysis of the targeted genres 
such as theses and dissertations (Academic Writing I & II), and research ar-
ticles (e.g., the Academic Writing for Publishing Purposes course). Addition-
ally, writing samples of academic writing are provided through a genre-based 
process approach, in which students are given feedback on their writing and 
are allowed to write multiple drafts after considering audience expectations 
and genre requirements. 

As for the teaching approach for Turkish composition, the interviews re-
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vealed that most of these courses’ content is presented through lectures and 
oral presentations “teaching about writing,” rather than practicing actual 
writing. Thus, writing is often not practiced in classes, and students are at 
best asked to write only in exams, reflecting a product approach. In Turkish 
textbooks, no tasks for actual writing practices are provided, which confirms 
the students’ accounts. The parts of the textbook related to writing are orga-
nized by presenting a brief introduction to certain genres, which is followed 
by sample model texts. 

Discussion and Conclusions

The increasing spread and dominance of English in global academia and 
research publishing is strongly evident in the Turkish context. English seems 
to have become a “lingua academica” (Phillipson, 2008) in Turkey because, 
besides functioning as the medium of instruction in more universities, it has 
also become the widely accepted language of science and research publica-
tions. The historical analysis of Turkish state policies demonstrates a continu-
ous encouragement and even imposition of English as the language of science 
and research publishing as a means to integrate with Europe and the global 
scientific world. Accordingly, Anglo-American academic values of “publish or 
perish” seem to be adopted through a shift of focus from teaching to research 
and from national to international publications in English. The consequences 
of the state policies are most obvious in the steep increase in the number of 
publications in the ISI database, which has become an important indicator of 
one’s academic success. 

The reflections of the state policies are also manifested in micro-level lit-
eracy-in-education practices, as more courses aiming to develop English ac-
ademic writing skills and additional support through writing centers started 
to be offered at universities, while academic writing in Turkish is extreme-
ly neglected. With such a weak infrastructure of Turkish academic literacy 
instruction, English is likely to gain an even higher status and hegemony 
in scientific literacy in the near future. As a result, given the dominance of 
English in Turkish academia through both top-down government policies 
and literacy-in-education practices, more planning and policy is needed to 
preserve a place for Turkish in the academic domain and in academic writing 
instruction.

In addition, English academic writing and research courses, whether they 
use local or foreign sources, mainly promote Anglo-American writing norms, 
logic, and research traditions; this promotion points to the diffusion of a 
powerful cultural rhetoric through academic instruction in the Turkish con-
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text, which is similar to other contexts as suggested by Canagarajah (1999). 
Although effective instruction in English rhetorical and scientific conven-
tions is needed for participation in the Anglo-centric discourse community, 
more critical pedagogical approaches have recently been suggested. These ap-
proaches involve awareness-raising about the complexities and socio-politi-
cal issues surrounding English academic writing, and code-mixing with L1 
writing for rhetorical creativity and diversity instead of rhetorical homoge-
neity (Canagarajah, 2006a, 2006b; Curry & Lillis, 2004; Harwood & Hadley, 
2004). Yet, these recent trends have not made their way into academic literacy 
instruction in Turkish universities. 

At the same time, it should be noted that English academic writing in-
struction also seems to suffer from various problems, such as inadequate class 
hours and product-oriented teaching approaches in both universities. For ex-
ample, the number and classroom hours of some English and English aca-
demic writing courses decreased over the years, which contradicts macro-lev-
el state policies. For that reason, writing cannot be practiced much in classes, 
and students do not write multiple drafts and receive feedback from teachers 
or peers between drafts. In addition, writing in English does not go beyond 
essay writing, and it is often neglected among other language skills.

Moreover, considering the general characteristics of the Turkish educa-
tional system and academic culture at the tertiary level, in which students 
are given lectures and assessed through tests instead of being assigned papers 
or portfolios, writing is often not central and not practiced in other depart-
mental courses. Therefore, these limited literacy-in-education practices in 
both English and Turkish seem to fall short in preparing future academics 
to publish in prestigious international journals and to compete in the global 
scientific world. Hence, attempts should be made both to increase the class-
room hours and quality of academic writing instruction in both Turkish and 
English in future planning and practice.2 

Notes
1. National language planning is possible because education in Turkey is highly 

centralized. While primary and secondary education is under the responsi-
bility of Ministry of National Education, tertiary education is supervised and 
coordinated by the Higher Education Council.

2. This research is part of a larger project about the effects of Turkish state 
publishing policies on: 1. Turkish scholars’ publishing behaviors in Turkish 
vs. English (Uysal, 2014a); 2. University practices of research, publishing, and 
promotion (Uysal, 2014b); and 3. Academic writing instruction. This chapter 
reports on the third part of the research on writing instruction at Turkish uni-
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versities. This research was supported by Gazi University Individual Research 
Grant (BAP) 04/2012-26.
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Appendix 1: Interview Questions

Instructors

1. How many hours of ---- class do you teach per week? 
2. How much of your classes do you award to teaching and actual prac-

ticing of academic writing? 
3. What writing genres and types do you cover in your classes? 
4. What is the level of writing done? Do you practice writing academic 

essays or research papers? 
5. What are the specific objectives of your course? For example, what 

writing features do you teach and emphasize in classes? 
6. What textbooks do you use in your classes? 
7. What are the main approaches and methods you employ while 

teaching writing? 

Students

1. How much actual writing practice did you do in ---- class? 
2. What kind of writing did you do in that class? (For example, essay, 

letter . . .)
3. What levels of writing did you do? For example, did you write para-

graphs, essays, research papers . . .?
4. What were the goals of that class? For example, what specific rules 

for writing did you learn in --- class?
5. Which textbooks did you use in ---- class? 
6. How did the teacher teach writing in ---- class?



67DOI: https://doi.org/10.37514/INT-B.2017.0896.2.03

3   Expanding Transnational 
Frames into Composition 
Studies: Revising the 
Rhetoric and Writing 
Minor at the American 
University in Cairo

James P. Austin
Fort Hays State University (US)

This chapter examines U.S.-based approaches to curricular 
revision of the Rhetoric and Writing Minor at the Amer-
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sition studies to include paradigms from transnational literacy 
studies. 

Keywords: transnationalism; composition studies; literacy 
studies; international writing programs

In recent years, the global presence of universities styled after U. S. insti-
tutions of higher education has increased such that, as of June 2015, there 
were more than 270 international branch campuses (IBCs) operating in other 
countries (Lane & Kinser, 2015), an increase from more than 200 in 2011, 162 
in 2009 and 82 in 2006 (Lawton & Kastomitros, 2012). Many of these IBCs 
are versions of universities originating in the US. Additionally, more than 65 
IBCs are located in the Middle East, primarily in the United Arab Emirates 
and Qatar. (See Miller & Pessoa, Telafici & Rudd, and Hodges & Kent, this 
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volume, for discussion on IBCs.) This influx of IBCs correlates with an in-
crease in new standalone universities with U.S.-based orientations, such as 
the American University of Kuwait and the American University of Sharjah 
(See Ronesi; Jarkas & Fakhreddine; and Annous, Nicolas, & Townsend this 
volume, for discussions of standalone universities.). 

For U.S.-based IBCs or standalone “American Universities,” writing unit 
development often presents challenges for local WPAs who seek to recon-
cile distant approaches with local needs and practices. This development has 
raised concern among some composition scholars with international foci. In 
their study of African universities in the 1990s, Muchiri, Myers and Ndo-
li (1995) counter assumptions about the universality of writing instruction 
by describing infrastructural and other material challenges for writing stu-
dents in Kenya, Tanzania, and Zaire. Schaub (2003) critiques the “insularity” 
of composition studies when describing the challenges he experienced as a 
WPA at the American University in Cairo in the 1990s. Donahue (2009) 
expresses concern over the non-reflective export of U.S.-based rhetoric and 
composition models abroad, calling for “deep intercultural awareness [and] 
familiarity with other systems and contexts” (p. 236) as part of the interna-
tionalization of U.S.-based writing research. 

The call to integrate U.S.-based approaches to rhetoric, composition and 
writing with practices in other countries been taken up meaningfully within 
recent scholarship. In his introduction to Writing Programs Worldwide: Profiles 
of Academic Writing in Many Places, Thaiss (2012) seeks to “honor the variety 
and rich complexity of persons, languages, traditions, geographies, conditions, 
and purposes that both inspire and constrain the writing pedagogies and re-
search” (p. 6) of the forty-plus international writing programs profiled in the 
volume. The purpose, he claims, is to learn “how an institution . . . conceives 
of the needs of its students in regard to learning a discipline, ‘writing,’ that in 
basic ways crosses all disciplines and aids learning in all of them” (2012, p. 6). 
He cites the Bologna Process in Europe and the emergence of the Internet as 
an open source for the exchange of curriculum as factors driving transnational 
approaches to writing research and program administration. Martins (2015) 
builds upon this scholarship in his introduction to Transnational Writing Pro-
gram Administration. He renews calls for approaches that are able to transcend 
a “narrow, . . . privileged, Western view” (2015, p. 5) of composition, thereby 
moving beyond unidirectional flows of U.S.-based approaches to writing pro-
grams and pedagogies into non-U.S. sites. This includes repositioning writing 
programs to meet “context-specific educational, curricular, and cultural needs 
and interests” (Martin, 2015, p. 7) in ways that reflect ongoing practices and 
offer collaborative approaches for developing programs. 
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In this chapter, I will contribute to this scholarship by describing the devel-
opment of a writing unit at the American University in Cairo (AUC), which 
has distinct historical, linguistic, and educational features. By examining a 
period when the Department of Rhetoric and Composition purposefully ex-
panded curricula and adopted ideologies germane to U.S.-based approaches 
for its rhetoric and writing minor, I will argue that, while the process gener-
ated tension among international and national faculty, the largely U.S.-based 
approach to program development served departmental needs and student 
interests while responding to exigent institutional circumstances. As I will 
show, the new curriculum allowed students access to literacy knowledge that 
could be deployed across a range of Egyptian professions with international 
reach (such as business and non-governmental organizations). The students 
also benefited from approaches to creative nonfiction practiced in the US 
that seemed to address a submerged need for public discourse in Egypt. Fac-
ulty discovered meaningful opportunities for professional development and 
career advancement that had the potential to alter departmental roles and 
career trajectories. For the department, this turn represented an opportunity 
to maintain autonomy in a university undergoing significant academic reor-
ganization. 

Moreover, this study reveals findings which, on the surface, seem para-
doxical: while the adoption of U.S. approaches to a writing curriculum served 
the needs of an English-language, U.S.-styled department and institution lo-
cated in Egypt, it also served Egyptian needs. These findings will complicate 
concerns within the field about the importation of primarily U.S.-based ped-
agogies and practices to writing programs in institutions in other countries.

To provide historical context, I describe AUC’s evolution into a U.S.-
styled institution through ideological, political and economic changes within 
Egypt, resulting in developments which also gave rise to a writing unit pur-
posefully aligned with composition studies from the United States. Next, I 
account for the ways in which the development and revision of the rhetoric 
and writing minor benefited the department, faculty and students to show 
that, while tensions over curricular changes often correlated to national and/
or disciplinary affiliations, the purposes driving the revision coalesced with 
locally-determined departmental needs and student interests—needs and 
interests focused largely on English-language literacies associated with U.S.-
based approaches. Next I describe the way in which extra-departmental fac-
tors accelerated aspects of the curricular revision as an example of the ways in 
which international writing programs must account for institutional realities. 

The significance of these findings will then be treated in the context of 
composition scholarship to demonstrate that perspectives from transnational 
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literacy studies are useful in accounting for the unique and complex interac-
tions between global and local contexts such as the one studied throughout 
this chapter.

Personal Connections to the Department 
of Rhetoric and Composition

I have a personal connection to AUC, the Department of Rhetoric and Com-
position and the developments with the rhetoric and writing minor I address 
in this chapter. In 2006, I came to work in what was then known as the Writ-
ing Program at AUC, just as the unit was poised to break from the Depart-
ment of English and Comparative Literature and establish an autonomous 
campus presence. This development corresponded with curricular changes. 
For instance, standardized syllabi and adjudication committees, which had 
been in place to protect the program from accusations of inconsistency and 
poor student writing development, were phased out. Faculty were encouraged 
to propose novel ways to teach extant composition offerings and develop new, 
upper-division offerings that could become part of a proposed minor. With 
another faculty member, for example, I proposed a creative nonfiction work-
shop class, which received an enthusiastic response from Egyptian students 
and is still offered more than six years after I returned to the United States. 

This was an exciting period for me. Just two years removed from my MFA 
program, I was now living in Cairo, working with warm, enthusiastic stu-
dents, and I was becoming increasingly involved in helping this writing unit 
during its transition. I understood that the stakes were high, not only for the 
Department of Rhetoric and Composition, but for writing units everywhere 
that sought autonomy within the academy. I wanted to be a part of this new 
department’s success. Once the minor was approved and students began en-
rolling, I proposed to my chair a separate administrative position to address 
the specific needs of the minor. She agreed and appointed me as the coor-
dinator of the minor. Soon, I was working closely with departmental faculty 
and administrators from Egypt and the United States with backgrounds in 
business, grant writing, rhetoric and composition, creative writing, cultural 
studies, and other fields.

As I coordinated the rhetoric and writing minor, I was struck by the con-
cern among some faculty about the direction of the department. I noticed 
that these concerns often ran along national lines or were expressed by those 
with significant institutional experience. Later interviews reconfirmed the 
concerns of several constituencies. These ranged from a group that resisted 
vetting their syllabi to those who resisted making any kinds of changes that 
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might be suggested. As one instructor reported during our interview, this re-
sistant faculty did not identify with rhetoric and was uncomfortable with its 
inclusion in the curriculum. 

Because of these moments of resistance, I found myself questioning what 
we were doing. Was it in the best interests of everybody in the department 
to make these new transitions to U.S.-based approaches to rhetoric, com-
position and writing? Who would be affected by these changes? What had 
motivated these changes in the first place? These questions arose many times 
during the year I coordinated the rhetoric and writing minor. Some of my 
colleagues were concerned that they might be sidelined simply because of 
their kind of expertise or national affiliation. Was this turn simply another 
iteration of western ideological imperialism that would marginalize Egyp-
tians or others who lacked specialized training in U.S.-based approaches to 
rhetoric and composition?

While my involvement with the rhetoric and writing minor provided 
valuable experience and prompted many questions, I was too embedded with-
in the context to find meaningful answers. Moreover, I was not yet aware of 
transnational literacy studies scholarship. This scenario, and my resulting un-
answered questions, drove my decision to return to the US to pursue doctoral 
studies in the field; this choice allowed me to develop the tools and insights to 
learn about the complex international politics of English and western educa-
tion, the ways in which international writing programs function within these 
larger histories and present dynamics, and the relationship between what I 
had observed and experienced at AUC with what I was beginning to read in 
rhetoric and composition scholarship. 

During my studies, I came to understand that the curricular revision at 
AUC was richer and more complex than what might be perceived as western 
imperialistic hegemony in the guise of rhetoric and composition. I discovered 
that binary ways of thinking about the interaction of western ways of knowing 
with non-western sites and people could not fully account for the development 
of this institution, the Department of Rhetoric and Composition, and the rhet-
oric and writing minor. What I seek now are more nuanced ways to consider, 
in their full richness and complexity, the interplay of U.S.-based approaches to 
program development with non-U.S. institutions, faculty and students. 

Situating Revision: The Development 
of AUC and the Writing Unit

In their history of the AUC writing unit in Writing Programs Worldwide: 
Profiles of Academic Writing in Many Places, Golson and Holdijk (2012) note 
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that sequenced writing courses were first developed at AUC in the 1950s, at 
the height of pan-Arab nationalism. Interestingly, AUC had been granted 
a waiver to policies that had otherwise shuttered foreign-language schools 
in Egypt (Murphy, 1987). Given that the initial establishment of sequenced 
writing courses occurred simultaneously with the exodus of English in edu-
cational institutions elsewhere in the country, it is likely that the university 
perceived a need to train its own students in English language and literacy 
practices, especially because, during the same period, AUC’s English Lan-
guage Institute was established. This development also suggests that the uni-
versity saw English language and writing education as a significant part of its 
mission, and that Egypt, even at the height of Nasserite Arab nationalism, 
considered it worthwhile to maintain an English-language university in the 
country. 

When Anwar Sadat realigned Egyptian ideologies and economic policies 
in the 1970s in ways that benefitted English in Egypt, thereby increasing 
the local significance of an AUC education, the writing unit began to align 
itself with developing U.S.-based episteme. Locally trained faculty in TESOL 
or literature began teaching in the unit, resulting in a mixed department of 
Egyptian, American, and British faculty that remains today. The unit began 
drawing upon emergent scholarship in composition studies throughout the 
1970s and 1980s before formally aligning itself with the WPA Learning Out-
comes within the field of rhetoric and composition in the early twenty-first 
century, “to better reflect current U.S. practices and to allow for easier inte-
gration with the credit-hour structure” (Golson & Holdijk, 2012, p. 184). This 
movement ultimately resulted in unit independence from the Department of 
English and Comparative Literature and the establishment of the rhetoric 
and writing minor, which appeared in the university catalog in 2009 and of-
fered emphasis areas in academic, business and technical, and creative writing. 

Both the history provided by Golson and Holdijk and informant inter-
views reveal that U.S.-based approaches to writing at AUC were enabled 
through local developments and invited by local actors. In most cases, these 
local actors were not rhetoric and composition scholars, but an international 
mix of faculty trained in TESOL, cultural studies, applied linguistics, creative 
writing, and literature. In this respect, aspects of the U.S.-based approach 
were imported into Egypt, not exported from the United States. This distinc-
tion is crucial. As AUC developed more purposefully into a U.S.-styled ed-
ucational site, the writing unit also evolved by taking on the qualities of the 
U.S.-based approach. According to interview findings, this helped shield the 
unit from institutional critique and resulted in a curricular revision of the 
lower-division program. These developments also provided the foundation 
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for future changes, such as hiring rhetoric and composition scholars from 
the United States and creating the rhetoric and writing minor. The fact that 
U.S.-based approaches were used in this localized manner strongly suggests 
that U.S.-based approaches can be appropriated by local actors when there is 
a historical tradition of the U.S.-styled university and when its writing unit 
serves national, institutional and/or student needs. Throughout this chapter, 
I detail evidence that supports my call for more expansive frames that can 
account for the kinds of interactions non-U.S. faculty and students had with 
the U.S.-based approach. 

Methods and Data Collection

For this study, which had full approval from the IRB at AUC, I interviewed 
eight faculty who were employed by the Department of Rhetoric and Com-
position during the curricular revision period. I used Skype as the interface 
and Audacity for recording. I requested interviews with faculty who were 
directly involved with the revision to the rhetoric and writing minor, or who 
had developed and taught courses that would have been impacted by the 
revision. These faculty represented a mix of Americans and Egyptians, came 
from many different educational backgrounds, and possessed many kinds of 
writing and literacy expertise. However, they are not intended to be fully rep-
resentative of the nationality, educational background and areas of expertise 
among the department. For example, there was a significant faction of British 
faculty who were not interviewed for this study, but their involvement in 
this aspect of departmental operations was negligible. Other Egyptian faculty 
who taught primarily lower-division composition courses were also not inter-
viewed, as they were not involved in teaching or developing upper-division 
courses that would have been included in the minor and thereby impacted 
by the minor’s revision. Some Egyptian and American faculty members who 
were involved with aspects of the curricular revision were asked to partici-
pate, but they either declined or did not respond to the request. While their 
firsthand accounts are not included in this chapter, their involvement in the 
revision was often described through other interviews and the artifacts sub-
mitted by those who participated.

During the hour-long interviews, I asked participants about their role 
in the department and in regard to the revision of the rhetoric and writing 
minor during the 2009-2010 academic year. They were also asked to comment 
on what they considered to be the most significant activities and dynam-
ics that arose during the revision period. These interviews were then coded 
to generate a coherent timeline for the period under study, and to establish 
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the positions and activities of interview participants and others mentioned 
during the interviews. Following this, the interviews were coded for dom-
inant themes regarding the impact of the revision on faculty and students. 
Brief follow-up interviews were sometimes used to address questions that 
arose after the initial coding.

I also asked the interview participants to provide artifacts relevant to the 
study, which I used to augment and support interview findings. These artifacts 
ranged from personal (such as e-mails among faculty members addressing 
questions, concerns and disagreements) to public (a departmental self-study; 
a departmental memorandum; a draft of the original rhetoric and writing mi-
nor; a PowerPoint presentation for the university provost). Participants were 
aware that artifacts would be used within the study; however, anonymity is 
protected when these artifacts are mentioned. Several of these artifacts were 
used to account for the kinds of roles assumed by faculty members and the 
ways in which role changes and other kinds of interactions impacted faculty 
during the revision. 

Additionally, I used the archival website The Wayback Machine to locate 
the 2009 and 2010 version of the catalog for the rhetoric and writing minor 
on the Internet so that changes in the mission and learning outcomes for the 
minor could be compared from one year to the next. This comparison not only 
helped establish the ways in which the minor had been revised to reflect an 
increased focus on U.S.-based approaches, but was used alongside primary 
sources to demonstrate ways in which changes extended from local practices 
and served local needs.

Intersections: U.S.-Based Curriculum and Student Needs 

The most significant findings in my study concern the changes that occurred 
in the Department of Rhetoric and Composition as a result of the revision of 
the rhetoric and writing minor. In this section I describe the ways in which 
a U.S.-based approach to this curricular revision intersected with the profes-
sional, creative and cultural needs of students, through my informants’ expe-
riences of the benefits to their students. 

An American faculty member with long ties to the region and the inter-
national business community in Egypt described courses that he had origi-
nally developed following the adoption of WPA First-Year Outcomes and 
through collaboration with international faculty and businesses in Egypt. He 
explained the rationale for these courses during an interview:

I had also worked a lot on USAID projects in Egypt, and 
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in Tunisia and Morocco and Libya. I knew that the skills 
that we needed the local hires to have were completely ab-
sent. They were lacking. I saw [business and technical writing 
courses] as an opportunity to equip the students at AUC 
with the necessary skills to advance themselves quickly into 
management positions in the private sector. . . . When these 
students would graduate and go to work for companies, they 
would write and say, “Exactly what you were teaching me is 
exactly what I need.”

Indeed, the revision to the rhetoric and writing minor provided occasion 
to extend this teaching approach, maintaining focus on the production of 
“business and science/technical communications” while also analyzing the 
“norms and conventions” of the business, science and engineering fields, ac-
cording to an archived version of the revised minor’s academic catalog (The 
American University in Cairo, 2010). During interviews for this study, some 
departmental faculty who had taught these business and technical writing 
courses prior to the revision recounted their earlier concern that curricular 
revisions—and a new “jargon” of rhetoric—would disrupt successful collabo-
rations among the department, other institutional constituencies, and outside 
business contacts. These informants expressed relief that the revision did not 
result in these types of disruptions but, rather, the establishment of disci-
plinary language in the catalog, alongside an applied focus allowing students 
to develop literacy abilities relevant to professional communication within 
Egypt. 

Additionally, an American faculty member with an MFA reported during 
her interview that she developed a creative nonfiction workshop, which be-
came an important cornerstone of the creative emphasis and provided Egyp-
tian students a disciplined, public forum to address personal and cultural di-
lemmas in a society that prefers acquiescence to norms. Drawing from her 
experience as a student, this faculty member reported developing a “pedagogy 
and process that arose from creative writing workshops that began in Iowa,” 
a reference to the University of Iowa’s seminal MFA program in creative 
writing. According to this informant, the approach included practicing the 
elements of creative nonfiction and implementing a pedagogy where students 
shared work for class discussion. In such a “workshop” approach, the authors 
listen without interjecting, while the class, under the instructor’s guidance, 
discusses the merits of the work. 

This faculty member reported surprising results using this approach, as 
she found students were willing to write about and discuss topics not typi-
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cally seen in Egyptian public discourse. For instance, she said that, when one 
student wrote about his atheist beliefs, she was initially concerned that she 
would have to “protect” this student from critique by his Muslim and Cop-
tic Christian classmates, some of whom were devout. Instead, she observed 
the seriousness and curiosity of these students during the discussion, which 
focused on the merits of the writing and not disagreements with the stu-
dent’s ideology. She said she learned that these young Egyptians were eager 
for opportunities to acknowledge and discuss complex religious, ideological 
and cultural dilemmas that were not typically addressed in Egyptian society. 
Based on the perceptions of these two informants, it appears that courses in 
business, technical and creative writing, developed and taught by U.S. faculty 
and similar to courses one might find in the United States, met emerging 
professional, creative and cultural needs for Egyptian students.

As part of the U.S.-based revision of the minor, the department chair, a 
scholar in rhetoric and composition hired from the United States, established 
a weekly rhetoric and composition proseminar. While the proseminar was 
open to all departmental faculty, it was specifically meant to provide faculty 
members with backgrounds outside rhetoric and composition the opportu-
nity to learn about the foundations and development of the U.S.-based ap-
proach to the discipline. For Egyptian faculty with training in literature or 
TESOL or for American faculty with MFA degrees, the proseminar was an 
opportunity not only to learn about the discipline, but to gain purchase in 
an evolving department and develop new abilities that could be reflected in 
teaching and other departmental activity. 

Despite these expanded opportunities, my study revealed continuing con-
cerns about the way in which revisions to the minor would impact faculty. 
According to one American faculty member involved with curricular revi-
sions, one concern focused on the possibility of “disenfranchisement” among 
long-term faculty: “There was a lot of suspicion coming in, like, ‘are these 
recommendations saying that I’m not legitimate or that I should teach this? 
Am I about to be disenfranchised with regard to the upper division?’” This 
concern overlapped with the apprehensions of those faculty members who 
reported being uneasy with the “jargon” accompanying the new approach. 
Another American faculty member with long ties to the region “heard di-
rectly” that “people who had been in the department a long time [but whose 
backgrounds were not in rhetoric and composition] were uncomfortable with 
change, and maybe felt a little bit threatened,” as the new policy gave pref-
erence to a narrow band of faculty who were not just educated in the United 
States, but who also had the appropriate kind of training relevant to the new 
direction. While those faculty members with long ties to AUC were warrant-



Expanding Transnational Frames   77

ed in their concerns, their concerns must be considered within the context of 
the extra-departmental institutional factors that were accelerating the pace of 
the disciplinary turn in the minor. 

Extra-Departmental Institutional 
Concerns: An Issue of Time

In addition to the departmental changes that came about as a result of re-
vising, two recurrent concerns surfaced during the period under study: the 
speed with which the rhetoric and writing minor was revised and the manner 
in which its reorientation with U.S.-based approaches was emphasized. Yet, 
while these concerns might suggest that the turn toward U.S. approaches 
represented the very sort of development transnational composition scholars 
have cautioned against, there was another kind of localized, extra-depart-
mental dynamic driving the speed and direction of the program’s revision: 
the activities of a new provost with an agenda for significant restructuring of 
academic schools and departments. This agenda generated significant anx-
iety among faculty throughout the campus and specifically within the De-
partment of Rhetoric and Composition. Some were concerned about lay-
offs, significant pay cuts, large increases in teaching load, or loss of access to 
professional development opportunities at the university. Anxiety that the 
university might disinvest in the Department of Rhetoric and Composition 
also hovered over the revision of the minor, which further drove the decision 
to implement U.S.-based approaches with the hope that such a move would 
quickly legitimize the nascent department. 

One of the significant developments that also impacted their decision mak-
ing involved differences in the ways in which the new provost communicated 
with faculty. Interview participants reported that the provost convened an un-
usually high number of faculty committees designed to offer recommendations 
to the provost’s office. Because of this, it was difficult for department adminis-
trators to address concerns directly to the provost, as had been the case under 
different administrations; instead, these concerns were remediated into formal 
committee recommendations which never appeared to be acted upon. This 
created the additional, perhaps unintended, consequence of distancing faculty 
from the chief academic officer. It also exacerbated existing anxiety because fac-
ulty were unable to establish a rapport with the provost and were unclear about 
the ways their departments might be impacted by large-scale changes. 

At the same time, other conversations about the ethos and makeup of the 
Department of Rhetoric and Composition were happening in committees 
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and faculty configurations across the campus. Several interview participants 
claimed that the purpose and history of rhetoric and composition as a stand-
alone discipline was not well known on the AUC campus, a problem that was 
initially addressed by at least one faculty member through conversations on 
the campus shuttle and during faculty committee meetings. Still, according to 
this faculty member, there was “pressure about what we were, and should we be 
a part of Core [Curriculum, which manages institutional requirements], [or] 
should we be added on to ESL.” Also at this time, emerging concern about 
the size of the department—during the period under study, there were more 
than 40 full-time faculty in the department—led to preliminary discussions 
about ways to embed writing instruction within other departments, which 
would thereby abandon the department’s mission to establish the U.S.-style 
Department of Rhetoric and Composition within the institution. According 
to interview participants, the provost would often mention Columbia Uni-
versity as an example of a successful institution without a standalone writing 
department. For some informants, these discussions indicated that either the 
provost was unfamiliar with the technical and scholarly aspects of the chang-
ing department and did not fully appreciate the needs and interests of writing 
students at AUC, or that the resources needed to develop the department 
would be redeployed in a vast academic reorganization. 

The department responded in several ways. In order to help establish the 
history and development of the U.S.-based approach to the discipline, and 
thereby justify the autonomy of departmental status, the department invit-
ed the provost for a formal visit. During this visit, several faculty members 
offered a presentation that summarized unit history and the discipline of 
rhetoric and composition in the US to argue for the unique role of rhetoric 
and composition at AUC and in Egypt. Their purpose was to underscore the 
important kind of work done within this department, to offer a vision for the 
future, and to place this work on par with other departments. Indeed, accord-
ing to one prominent faculty member, much activity was devoted to “trying to 
figure out how [the department] can become equal with other departments.” 

One of the major ways through which the department addressed concerns 
over its status was through accelerating the timeline for the adoption of U.S.-
based approaches to the minor. Some informants said they had assumed that 
“the unit itself would have at least five years, if not ten, to grow into itself,” 
which would have allowed the department the opportunity to evolve organ-
ically and to articulate its ethos and local purpose through its programs and 
other activities. While unforeseen complications and tensions would have in-
evitably arisen during this assumed process of organic development, the de-
partment nevertheless would have had time to develop into an entity that 
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borrowed from the US while also drawing upon the eclectic intellectual, schol-
arly and creative expertise of faculty in order to meet emerging institutional 
and national needs. Indeed, the intention to move slowly was clear early on, 
from the 1990s when the AUC writing unit sponsored a weeklong visit by a 
U.S. composition scholar (whose recommendations were not adopted by the 
university faculty) to a visit from a major U.S. scholar in 2009. While these 
visits represented formal contact between established scholars and approaches 
from the United States and AUC, the goal was always to integrate U.S.-based 
approaches in a way and time deemed acceptable by the department.

However, the perceived need to quickly achieve equal status with other 
departments resulted in an accelerated time frame for revising the rhetoric 
and writing minor. This accelerated process resulted in turn in a focus on the 
qualifications needed to teach courses in the minor, which, for the period of 
my study, gave priority to U.S.-based faculty with the appropriate background. 

The pressure applied by AUC’s provost and the resulting accelerated re-
vision of the rhetoric and writing minor offer two significant insights. First, 
this situation underscores the ongoing need for context-sensitive scholarship 
to account for the many kinds of localized developments that have an impact 
on the way in which U.S.-based approaches are taken up within non-U.S. 
sites. Through systematic attention to these kinds of localized factors, includ-
ing the unique history of each institution, the field can account for many dy-
namics that drive the establishment and development of writing units outside 
the US that are based on U.S. models.

Second, while composition scholars have expressed concern about the 
unidirectional flow of U.S. perspectives, which may indicate a lack of collab-
orative will or possibly an imperialistic spirit, it is clear that institutional and 
national dynamics also influence the ways in which writing programs devel-
op. Horner and Trimbur (2002) allow for the “significance of historically and 
institutionally immediate circumstances in what is . . . appropriate to a . . . set 
of institutional arrangements, made in a particular set of circumstances” (p. 
623). In this AUC circumstance, then, a deliberately U.S.-styled, English-lan-
guage institution modeled after universities in the United States nevertheless 
serves a range of Egyptian purposes, as I’ve suggested.

Reframing International Writing Program 
Development within Transnational Literacy Studies 
As stated in the opening of this chapter, scholars dating back two decades 
have critiqued the imposition of western practices and infrastructure onto 
non-U.S. educational sites where writing is taught. These scholars (Dona-
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hue, 2009; Martins, 2015; Muchiri, Myers, & Ndoli, 1995, Schaub, 2003; and 
others) have argued that context sensitivity can help avoid the non-reflec-
tive export of a U.S. version of composition studies and writing program de-
velopment. Likewise, critiques by scholars in composition studies, such as 
Canagarajah (2006), Matsuda (2006), and Horner and Trimbur (2002), have 
called for translingual pedagogies and the inclusion of World Englishes in 
our writing classrooms. These arguments highlight the largely unidirectional 
flow of U.S.-based pedagogies and practices associated to programs outside 
the US, and the ways in which such pedagogies and practices may result in 
inappropriate writing pedagogies, curricula, and programs. Given these argu-
ments, the findings for this study offer another possibility: that English-only 
education and U.S.-based approaches can serve local interests in non-English 
sites, especially in those with histories and configurations similar to AUC.

The findings described in this chapter might cause us to reconsider some 
of the arguments from transnational composition studies around the uncrit-
ical exportation of U.S. pedagogy to other global contexts. In particular, our 
field needs to account more fully for global-local interactions that are nei-
ther strictly unidirectional nor wholly collaborative; that is, we need more 
expansive frames within composition studies to account for the full richness 
of global-local interactions of people and approaches to literacy that inform 
the development of writing programs outside the United States (see Annous, 
Nicolas, & Townsend; Nebel; Theado, Johnson, Highley, & Omar; this vol-
ume). 

A related field with such expansive frames is transnational literacy studies, 
a rich sub-field of New Literacy Studies that builds upon Brandt and Clin-
ton’s (2002) call to transcend the local-distant binaries that had narrowed 
the perspective of New Literacy Studies scholarship. According to Warriner 
(2009), recent work in literacy studies has moved away from primary atten-
tion to local literacies and has begun to consider the many ways in which local 
and distant contexts interact through differing views of, and uses for, literacy 
across borders. Warriner states that this turn developed as the anthropolog-
ical fields of transnationalism and transmigration began to consider “local 
practices and processes” alongside macro-level “global flows” of transnation-
al human and ideological movement (2009, p. 160). The synergistic upshot 
of these parallel developments is such that the focus of literacy studies on 
social practice became combined with work into the “influences, processes 
and ‘by-products’ of globalization and migration” (Warriner, 2009, p. 161) to 
gain insight into the complex and idiosyncratic nature of global literacies 
that manifest locally. This, she argues, can break both fields from the binary 
patterns that have limited their ability to capture the myriad interactions of, 
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and uses for, local-global intersections in literacy. 
Also within this field, Luke (2004) has called for increased attention to 

the relationship between literacy and formal institutions, such as schools, that 
impact the attitudes of many people toward literacy—both what it is and 
what it is useful for. Luke is concerned that educational contexts, as pro-
ducers of “official” literacy, may encourage homogeneity in an era of interna-
tionalized global-local interaction. Because of this, he calls for “stud[ies] of 
local literacies . . . to engage increasingly with how the local is constituted in 
relation to the flows and ‘travelling cultures’ of globalization” (2004, p. 332). 
In the case of AUC, the Department of Rhetoric and Composition, and the 
development of the rhetoric and writing minor, I have argued that the writ-
ing instruction and curriculum in the Department of Rhetoric and Writing 
at AUC, which is based primarily on a unidirectional flow of a U.S.-based 
approach, is local, inasmuch as this configuration of locality was mediated 
through the adaptation of the university to local political, social, economic 
and ideological changes in Egypt.

I conclude this chapter with a call for composition studies to draw from 
theory and research in transnational literacy studies, so that the field can more 
fully account for the many ways in which U.S.-based approaches, pedagogies, 
and ideologies interact with many kinds of local environments in increas-
ingly global educational configurations. There is a need for such scholarship, 
given the dynamism of globalized higher education, and the role that U.S. 
institutions are playing in the development of global universities throughout 
the Middle East-North Africa region and the world. Two important needs 
would be served by such scholarship. First, the field will be in a stronger po-
sition to account for many possible kinds of local-global interactions of U.S.-
based approaches with non-U.S. sites. Second, those with interest in the field 
outside the United States, or who are working to develop writing programs 
in other countries, can utilize a more expansive perspective to consider for 
themselves how best to construct writing programs that incorporate U.S.-
based approaches while also accounting for the historical and present exigent 
circumstances of the nations and institutions in which they are working. 
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This chapter reports on a qualitative, multi-phase project 
undertaken at the University of Balamand (UOB), a private 
university north of Beirut that uses English as a medium of 
instruction (EMI). Two UOB researchers sought to discover 
whether writing skills taught in required English courses were 
transferring to subsequent EMI courses. Data from a syllabus 
review, interviews with teachers and students, and corrobora-
tion by an external consultant in Writing across the Curric-
ulum reveal that even though UOB was an early adopter of 
EMI in the MENA region, the university needs to consider 
much more critically the complex implications of that linguis-
tic decision.
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With globalization and the internationalization of education, using English 
as a medium of instruction has become widespread in tertiary education 
(Coleman, 2006; Gill & Kirkpatrick, 2013). Many studies have highlighted 
the challenges faced by university students writing in English as a second 
or other language (L2). Evans and Morrison (2011) reported that writing is 
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the most challenging aspect of university study. When writing in a second or 
additional language, university students are struggling to develop both their 
proficiency in the target language and their writing strategies and skills (As-
troga, 2007; Hyland, 2007). Research also suggests that L2 students require 
additional support in their language development beyond the language class-
room (Bacha, 2012; Cox, 2011; Zamel, 1995). Zamel (1995) warns that “it is 
unrealistic and ultimately counterproductive to expect writing and English as 
second or other language programs to be responsible for providing students 
with the language, discourse and multiple ways of seeing required across dis-
ciplines” (p. 518). 

Students in English-medium universities are required to develop their 
academic writing in order to “participate in their disciplines and to demon-
strate their learning to readers in these disciplines” (Hyland, 2013, p. 241). 
“Knowledge domain” is an important factor that impacts the writing of stu-
dents and leads them to use “more sophisticated strategies and the production 
of better-structured texts” (Crossley, Roscoe, & McNamara, 2014, p. 187). Al-
though the value of knowledge domain and writing in the discipline has been 
highlighted by many researchers, many colleges and departments still do not 
consider teaching writing as their responsibility and often place a high value 
on content coverage only (Clughen & Connel, 2012; Zhu, 2004). Research 
has also shown that many professors feel territorial and possessive about their 
area of expertise (Becher & Trowler, 2001; Pawan & Ortloff, 2011; Zhu, 2004). 

As is the case with most students in Lebanon, students at the University 
of Balamand have diverse writing experiences in English depending on their 
school training. (See also Jarkas & Fakhreddine; and Arnold, DeGenaro, 
Iskandarani, Khoury, Sinno, & Willard-Traub, this volume, for the English 
writing experiences of Lebanese students.) In general, English-educated stu-
dents study in English, so they are usually more exposed to different genres 
before joining college. French-educated students, on the other hand, study 
English language as a subject, and writing in English is not generally em-
phasized. However, when it comes to discipline-specific college writing, both 
groups of students still face problems as they try to adapt to new forms of 
academic writing. Although this challenge is also faced by native speakers of 
English, it is intensified for L2 students. 

UOB follows a genre-based model for the teaching of academic writing, 
in which students from different disciplines are required to take two En-
glish courses that focus on writing extended texts. Students are expected to 
demonstrate critical thinking, linguistic accuracy, appropriate use of in-text 
citations, plus skill in summarizing and paraphrasing. However, there is no 
evidence that the skills acquired in these two courses are transferred to their 
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major courses or whether professors in the different disciplines require their 
students to apply these writing skills in their discipline-based courses. In fact, 
the writing ability of UOB students has been a major cause of frustration for 
both teachers in the different disciplines and teachers of English. 

This chapter reports on qualitative research conducted at UOB by An-
nous and Nicolas to assess the degree to which UOB’s curriculum supports 
students in improving their writing in English. This chapter also reports on 
observations made by Townsend during a consultancy visit to UOB to deter-
mine whether embedding more writing in English in content courses might 
become a viable means of teaching students to learn to write in English. 
Annous and Nicolas are longtime UOB teachers of composition and other 
courses; they are also teacher trainers in the English-language-teaching grad-
uate program. Townsend is a U.S.-based practitioner, researcher, and advo-
cate of writing-across-the-curriculum (WAC) and writing in the disciplines 
(WID), whose work Annous and Nicolas had encountered during the early 
phase of their research.

By way of grounding Annous and Nicolas’ study and Townsend’s obser-
vations, which corroborate their findings, we (the three of us) first sketch a 
brief history of language use and instruction in the MENA region to situate 
the context in which UOB’s students and faculty work. We follow with the 
methodology, findings, and discussion of Annous and Nicolas’ research and, 
after that, observations from Townsend’s visit, along with cautious recom-
mendations for how to begin implementation of WAC in this environment. 
We believe the lessons we have learned have implications for other English as 
a medium of instruction (EMI) institutions in the MENA region.

MENA’s and Lebanon’s Rich Linguistic History

The MENA region is linguistically diverse. Comprised of eighteen Arab 
countries plus Israel and Iran, which together occupy an area larger than 
Europe and have a population greater than the US (Dagher & BouJaoude, 
2011), the region’s linguistic history is culturally vibrant. But this history and 
vibrancy create significant challenges for EMI institutions that hold high 
standards for their students. With the spread of Islam in the seventh century, 
Arabic became the dominant language in the Middle East, North Africa, 
and the Iberian Peninsula. With colonization in the late-nineteenth and ear-
ly-twentieth centuries, French and English became “prestige” languages in 
the Arab world. After Arab independence from France, Britain, and Italy, 
Arabic became the official language of the new Arab states, but bilingualism 
remained very common in many countries, especially among the elite and ur-
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ban communities. English is the lingua franca of expatriates who make up the 
majority of the population in some Arab Gulf countries, such as the United 
Arab Emirates and Qatar. Most important, English has become a symbol of 
modernity, technology, and education throughout the region ( Joseph, 2013). 
Many of the MENA region’s new universities, especially in Lebanon, Jordan, 
and the Arab Gulf states, use English as their medium of instruction.

One of the distinctive features of the Lebanese educational system is its 
mosaic of schools, which consists primarily of three types: a) state schools 
managed by the Ministry of Education; b) religious schools under the aus-
pices of local or foreign Christian and Muslim authorities and missionaries; 
and c) non-religious private schools. Some of the latter are thought of as 
national because, although private, they follow the government curriculum, 
while others follow a distinctly foreign curriculum. The private confessional 
schools and schools founded by missionaries, mainly Jesuit and Protestant, 
are the most dominant schools in Lebanon because of their historical roots 
dating to the nineteenth century. Most state and private schools in Lebanon 
use French or English as their medium of instruction. 

American and British missionary schools introduced English to Lebanon 
in the nineteenth century. Although Lebanon was a French colony from 1920 
to 1943, and French and Arabic were the official languages of Lebanon under 
the French mandate, English continued to survive as a major language in 
private schools. The 1950s oil boom in the Arab Gulf increased the number 
of students enrolled in EMI schools throughout the region. Lebanon also 
became a regional hub for Arabs who wanted to learn (in) English. 

Historically, private universities in Lebanon have attracted students from 
all over the Arab world. Prior to the Lebanese civil war (1975-1990), Leba-
non had only four private universities in addition to one state university, the 
Lebanese University. Established in 1866, the American University of Beirut 
(AUB) was the first institution to provide higher education in the region. The 
Lebanese American University (LAU), formerly known as the Beirut Col-
lege for Women (1949-1973) and Beirut University College (1973-1994), was, 
like AUB, established by American Presbyterian missionaries. Both AUB and 
LAU adopted EMI because of their historical connection with American 
missionaries. Beirut Arab University, affiliated with Alexandria University 
in Egypt, used English and Arabic curricula. Saint Joseph University used 
French because of its ties to French Jesuit missionaries. Lebanese Univer-
sity, established in 1951, used mainly French and Arabic as its languages of 
instruction. 

After 1990, postwar Lebanon witnessed the establishment of more than 
thirty universities and colleges, the majority of which use English as the me-
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dium of instruction (EMI). The biggest universities in Lebanon were found-
ed by confessional groups, with the Christian Maronites establishing Notre 
Dame University and the Holy Spirit University of Kaslik; the Shi’a Mus-
lims establishing the Islamic University; and the Greek Orthodox Church 
founding the University of Balamand. The majority of these universities use 
EMI and most of the French-medium universities also offer programs in 
English, especially in the fields of engineering, science, and business. Many of 
the newly established for-profit universities use “American” or “international” 
in their names to attract local and international students. Lebanon is now 
among the top thirty host countries in the world for international students 
(World Bank Report, 2011). Over 11% of UOB’s students are international 
who are seeking to study in English-medium programs. 

Lebanon and the Circles of English 

The Lebanese Constitution of 1990 states that Lebanon has an “Arab identity 
and belonging” and that Arabic is the national language of the country (Con-
stitution Project, 2014). Moreover, the 1997 Ministry of Education curriculum 
reform emphasized the effective and efficient use of the Arabic language. The 
language-in-education policies followed by private and public schools and 
universities, however, contradict the constitution and the curricular reform. 
Using English or French as a medium of instruction has been a distinctive 
feature of higher education in Lebanon for more than a century; it would be 
nearly impossible to change this tradition. Recent studies have shown that 
students and educators perceive foreign languages, English in particular, as 
more useful than Arabic for future careers (Diab, 2000; Shaaban & Ghaith, 
2002; Zakharia, 2010). 

Kachru (1992) presents a persuasive model that divides the world’s users 
of English into three circles: inner, outer, and expanding. The inner circle 
refers to English-speaking countries such as England, the United States, and 
Australia, in which English is considered the “native” language (English as 
the native language, or ENL). The outer circle consists of former colonies 
of ENL countries, such as India and Nigeria, where English is considered a 
“second” language (English as a Second Language, or ESL). The expanding 
circle comprises all other countries, such as China, Japan, and Russia, where 
English has become important in business, science, technology, and educa-
tion. English in these contexts is considered a foreign language (English as 
a Foreign Language, or EFL). According to Xiaoqiong and Xianxing (2011), 
EFL students usually study English to communicate with nonnative speakers 
in the outer and expanding circles where English is used for functional pur-
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poses such as finding a job, pursuing academic studies, and communicating 
with professional contacts. 

In some contexts, the lines between the outer and expanding circles have 
become fuzzy (Berns, 2005). Lebanon, in particular, can be situated between 
the outer (ESL) and the expanding (EFL) circles. In fact, English in Leb-
anon is used as a second language in EMI schools and universities and as a 
foreign language in the community because it is not usually spoken outside 
the classroom (Bacha & Bahous, 2011; Nicolas & Annous, 2013). English is 
taught as a subject in French-medium schools and is used as a medium of 
instruction in EMI schools. 

Consistent with the British Council’s report, cited below, the adoption of 
EMI in Lebanon has not been sufficiently or critically explored. Character-
istics that should be considered when designing EMI programs include the 
proficiency level of students and content teachers, the dominant language on 
campus and in the community, and the international students and staff. As 
Doiz, Lasagabaster, and Sierra (2013) warn, “the implementation of EMI pro-
grams has to be carefully planned, providing highly qualified teachers (both 
in content and language), as well as students with the necessary English pro-
ficiency. Yet this has not always been the case” (p. 216). 

Context for the University of Balamand 

UOB is a private university of 5,500 students located 75 kilometers north of 
Lebanon’s capital, Beirut. It was founded in 1988 by the Antiochian Greek 
Orthodox Church as an EMI institution even though one of the founding 
faculties (schools), the Fine Arts Faculty, was a French-medium constituent 
(Lebanon’s strong relationship with France under the French Mandate has 
influenced terminology in our system of higher education; thus, schools of 
specific disciplines are referred to as “Faculty”).The Fine Arts Faculty contin-
ues to use French as the medium of instruction, and some of the disciplines 
in the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences (FASS) have both French and 
English tracks. The Faculties of Engineering, Science, Medicine and Busi-
ness are exclusively English medium. The university is located on a mountain 
overlooking the Mediterranean Sea with the country’s second largest city, 
Tripoli, visible on the coast slightly to the north. The mountainous elevation 
secludes UOB and its population from urban interaction, which has implica-
tions for students’ language use, a phenomenon we address later. 

That UOB is an EMI institution is not surprising. Research conducted 
by the Oxford University Department of Education and the British Council 
(Dearden, 2014) shows that “a fast-moving shift” is occurring worldwide from 
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EFL to EMI. The shift is occurring at all levels of education, from universi-
ty to secondary and primary. As the British Council report shows, however, 
little empirical research has been done to show how, why, and when EMI is 
introduced and delivered. More importantly, the consequences of EMI on 
teaching, learning, assessment, and teachers' professional development are 
likewise understudied. 

In recent history, many Lebanese living in urban communities have grown 
up speaking both Arabic and French. For the last thirty years or so, the use 
of English has increased such that younger generations who are bilingual in 
Arabic and French are also incorporating English into their linguistic reper-
toire. This phenomenon, however, creates a challenging literacy conundrum. 
Many younger Lebanese who are orally communicative in multiple languages 
find themselves unable to produce adequate written communication in any of 
the languages they speak.

Even though Lebanon is a small country, the various linguistic abilities of 
its population tend to pool in certain areas. In the north, where UOB is lo-
cated, Arabic is the default language. UOB’s student body is primarily Arabic 
speaking; English is a second or even third language for many students. On 
UOB’s campus, one is more likely to hear students speaking Arabic, or a mix-
ture of Arabic and English, rather than English alone. Arabic is commonly 
used when interacting in the surrounding community. 

UOB’s undergraduate students typically range in age from 18 to 22. Place-
ment into the first of two required English composition courses is based on 
scores from an external exam such as the TOEFL or SAT I. If students do not 
score at UOB’s admission level (490 on the SAT I written portion and 600 on 
the paper-based TOEFL or 100 on the iBT TOEFL), they are placed in one 
of five remedial levels. UOB instructors are primarily native Arabic speakers 
who are fluent in English. A large majority of instructors hold post-graduate 
degrees from American institutions in the US. Only a small number are na-
tive English speakers. 

Annous and Nicolas have first-hand knowledge of UOB’s English-lan-
guage curriculum. As long-time instructors at UOB, we (Annous and Nico-
las) have been closely involved in designing the curriculum, and we teach 
many of the seven courses (two required and five remedial) that comprise 
the Composition and Rhetoric sequence. Our knowledge of what students 
are asked to do versus what they are able to do is the driving factor behind 
the research reported here. Our responsibility for students’ ability to write in 
English, and our vested interest in their success, have led us to want to inform 
policy decisions that affect the skills students demonstrate upon graduation.

Since UOB operates within the expanding circle of Kachru’s English-lan-
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guage model (EFL), UOB students need a customized approach to the ac-
quisition of English. Students’ attainment of a competitive level of English 
requires that they receive assistance in transferring language skills to a variety 
of contexts. We (Annous and Nicolas) hoped our investigations would help 
us understand how our students are using English in UOB’s EMI curriculum, 
some of which occurs in UOB’s Cultural Studies program, but most of which 
occurs in the curriculum of students’ major course of study. We also wanted 
to know what kinds of writing skills were being taught or reinforced in the 
EMI courses.

Methodology

To that end, we conducted a three-stage, multi-method study consisting of 
syllabi review, one-on-one interviews with instructors in the Faculty of Busi-
ness, and one-on-one interviews with instructors and a student focus group 
in the Cultural Studies program. The FASS dean also commissioned an ex-
ternal expert observational visit, which occurred between stages one and two. 
Overall, we sought to discover whether English writing skills are transferring 
to EMI courses in the students’ course of study and if not, why not. We want-
ed to be able to make data-driven decisions regarding how best to nurture 
students’ acquisition of writing skill.

As a young, private teaching institution, UOB has not yet established a 
formal Institutional Review Board (IRB) to guide research procedures. In 
lieu of IRB guidelines, we needed institutional permission to conduct our 
research, and so approached the FASS dean, to whom we report, for permis-
sion to undertake the research. The dean supported the project and secured 
the necessary permission from other faculties, which granted us access to the 
data sources. The FASS dean also supported our request to bring in Martha 
Townsend, whose research on WAC we had become familiar with, for an 
exploratory visit to ascertain UOB’s readiness for a WAC initiative. 

The Participants

The participants included a total of ten students and fourteen instructors, all 
of whom were interviewed by both of us. The instructors’ participation was 
solicited through an informative email. Six Business and eight Cultural Stud-
ies instructors were interviewed. Four out of the fourteen faculty respondents 
(approximately 29%) hold master’s degrees; all others hold doctoral degrees. 
The students’ participation was solicited by Annous, when he visited the EMI 
Cultural Studies classrooms to explain the project and invite volunteers to 
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participate in a focus-group interview. This method resulted in a random 
sample of ten students from four different EMI Cultural Studies courses. 
All participation was voluntary and participants were assured of anonymity. 
The interview data has been kept confidential, and we have preserved the 
anonymity of all participants.

Three Stages of Research

We began our study with a review of syllabi from all thirty of the Faculty of 
Business (FOB) courses taught in the Spring 2011 semester (see Appendix 
A). A content analysis was conducted on all the syllabi based on the syllabus 
review strategy developed by Ridley and Smith (2006). Since English is the 
lingua franca of international business, we assumed that written communica-
tion in English would be central to the business school’s curriculum. We also 
assumed that students would be encouraged to transfer the writing skills they 
had acquired in UOB’s English composition courses to their business courses. 
We began with this unobtrusive review, thinking that if the syllabi included 
explicit writing assignments and/or writing-to-learn activities, we could infer 
that the FOB was promoting writing in English beyond the required English 
composition classes.

The syllabus review generated stage two of the investigation. We designed 
an in-depth, semi-structured interview protocol to inquire about FOB in-
structors’ thoughts about students’ use of English and the instructors’ role in 
developing students’ writing skill and awareness of discipline-specific con-
ventions. For this stage, we conducted one-on-one interviews with six in-
structors (see Appendix B), two of whom hold master’s degrees and four of 
whom hold doctoral degrees. Both of us were present during the interviews, 
which we tape-recorded. The typed interview transcripts were subjected to 
member checking (Cohen & Manion, 1994), and we used an inductive matrix 
process (Miles & Huberman, 1994) for our transcript analysis.

The third stage of our study, which investigated general education courses 
offered by the Cultural Studies program at UOB, consisted of two parts: one-
on-one interviews with nine instructors who teach in the program (see Ap-
pendix C), and a focus-group interview with a random sample of ten students 
(see Appendix D). This third stage thus added the important component of 
student perspectives to our work. For both sets of participants, the questions 
were designed to reveal the instructional methodologies used by instructors, 
including whether feedback was given to the students on their writing. The 
questions were also intended to reveal whether instructors nurtured written 
English through any pedagogical strategies, such as pre-writing instruction 
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or feedback on output. Further, the questions probed instructors’ and stu-
dents’ opinions about how these courses contribute to improving proficiency 
in written English.

We jointly conducted hour-long instructor interviews using a semi-struc-
tured protocol with eight instructors who teach the required EMI Cultur-
al Studies courses. Interview transcripts were member checked (Cohen & 
Manion, 1994), and an iterative process identified emergent themes, discussed 
below. 

Annous conducted the student focus-group interview while Nicolas took 
notes, observing from outside. Here again, a semi-structured interview proto-
col was used. The focus-group interview was also recorded so we could refer to 
the raw data during the analysis. Students were given the choice of speaking 
in either Arabic or English. Several chose to speak only in Arabic, while some 
used both Arabic and English, which reflects the bilingual characteristics of 
the UOB population; several of the students spoke only in English when 
addressing the questions but even these students resorted to Arabic when 
the discussion escalated. A random sample of ten students who represent 
all four courses and all class levels comprised the focus group. Themes were 
extracted from the focus group interview through an inductive process and 
then combined with the instructor interviews in order to triangulate findings 
(see Appendix F). 

Findings and Discussion
Stage One: FOB Syllabus Review 

The syllabus review led us (Annous and Nicolas) to infer two very differ-
ent outcomes. First, FOB instructors seem unaware of the potential of using 
writing as a learning strategy. Second, FOB instructors seem to lack aware-
ness of their responsibility to train students in the writing conventions of 
their discipline. 

The review showed that only nine of the thirty syllabi from courses offered 
that spring (less than one-third) mention writing of any kind. Appendix E 
displays those courses and shows how writing was reported as either an in-
tended learning outcome or as an activity in the course. The table reveals 
that three of the courses that mention writing do not clearly state what the 
writing activity is. The remaining six syllabi mention an essay or report but 
nowhere on the syllabus is there any description of the writing requirements 
or the writing process. It is possible that the FOB instructors could have 
distributed more detailed assignment guidelines during the semester, apart 
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from what the syllabi indicate (although our further findings, below, do not 
suggest this was the case). Finally, the syllabi also do not mention whether 
author stance or audience perspective are stressed (Nicolas & Annous, 2013). 

Stage Two: FOB Teachers’ Perceptions 

The iterative analysis of our in-depth, semi-structured interviews with the 
six FOB instructors generated five themes. These themes reveal the business 
instructors’ opinions regarding writing in English in their classes and their 
attitudes toward nurturing students’ English written skills in business genres. 
All five themes include respondent triangulation; in other words, more than 
one respondent needed to express a similar point of view for a theme to be 
generated (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The themes that emerged from this 
stage are:

1. FOB teachers do not believe it is their responsibility to teach or focus 
on language acquisition in any of the languages students use;

2. The FOB relies heavily on use of students’ first language (spoken 
Arabic);

3. The teaching methodologies and assessment employed in FOB do 
not include WID tasks;

4. FOB teachers place a singular focus on subject content to the exclu-
sion of building skill in writing; and

5. A cohesive environment that would enable the FOB and the De-
partment of English to work toward a common goal of graduating 
students who are competent writers in English does not seem to exist 
(Annous & Nicolas, 2015).

These findings suggest that UOB is not fully preparing its English L2 
students for work in an English-speaking world. The teachers in stage two of 
the study strongly and explicitly express a belief that students’ ability to com-
municate in written English is not their responsibility and, furthermore, that 
the students have such poor language skill that the instructors are obliged 
to resort to Arabic in order to cover the necessary content. One respondent 
characterized students’ English language use as “catastrophic.” When probed 
to explain the perceived lack of language skill, participants largely blamed 
the prevailing culture students live in, with one saying, “This culture is not a 
reading culture; students do not read enough, and that’s why their language 
suffers.” 

The respondents asserted a position that language and the ability to write 
in English is something separate from their subject domain. The interview 
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transcripts contain numerous comments, such as “I do not feel that my cours-
es are the place to correct language” and “I feel the grade should reflect how 
well they understood finance only.” 

This approach to tertiary education in an Arabic-speaking context that 
has adopted an EMI model of education seems to indicate isolated silos of 
knowledge that do not serve a student body that needs to cultivate skills re-
quired for international competitiveness. The university thus appears to have 
cultivated what educational theorists Becher and Trowler (2001) refer to as 
academic “territorial borders.” Becher and Trowler (2001) posit that, within 
tertiary educational institutions, different academic “tribes” function in sep-
arate territories having different knowledge distinct from other academic 
tribes in the same institution. This seems to us to be the position espoused 
by the FOB participants. They claim that it is not their job to teach En-
glish-language communication skills, and they also claim they do not have 
the knowledge to do so. 

This finding echoes that reported in the British Council study mentioned 
earlier: “EMI teachers firmly believed that teaching English was not their 
job. They did not consider themselves responsible for their students’ level of 
English. . . .They did not see themselves as language teachers in any way” 
(Dearden, 2014, p. 6). As one of the professors interviewed for that report says, 
“I’m not interested in their English, I’m interested in their comprehension of 
[the subject being taught]” (p. 6).

With the extent of the FOB instructors’ beliefs thus revealed, we realized 
that we needed to investigate a different program that had further-reaching 
implications for the entire UOB student body. The Cultural Studies curricu-
lum, consisting of four courses, is required of every student at UOB (except 
for the Fine Arts students who take a different sequence of courses). After 
re-establishing permission through the FASS dean to conduct additional re-
search, this time in FASS, we set out to investigate the general education 
courses offered by the Cultural Studies program to learn to what degree En-
glish-writing skill development is integrated into that program.

Stage Three: Students’ and Instructors’ Perceptions 
of Writing in the Cultural Studies Program 

The third stage of the project expanded the focus of the investigation to in-
clude communication skill in English in general. This investigation clearly 
revealed information germane to the development of students’ writing skill in 
English. The series of four required Cultural Studies courses addresses early 
civilization; religious studies; key philosophers, including Arab philosophers; 
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and contemporary thinkers. We assumed that, as with EMI courses required 
throughout all UOB degree programs, the Cultural Studies courses would be 
fostering essential skills in written English. 

We constructed a matrix for each emergent theme that included sup-
porting data (see Appendix F for examples of the matrices). Twelve themes 
emerged from the transcripts, which we then clustered by related themes to 
determine our primary findings (Miles & Huberman, 1994).

Inherent in the findings from this stage of research is that the required 
Cultural Studies courses do not nurture students’ ability to communicate in 
written English. The data revealed that ineffective feedback on student writ-
ing, as well as an absence of a pedagogical focus on writing, contribute to 
the lack of enhancement of written skill in these courses. Furthermore, stu-
dents seem to believe that the courses’ only value is in increasing their general 
knowledge base. Students were unaware that these courses could serve any 
other purpose, such as skill development in written English. One student 
sarcastically commented that, “Since our English skill is not better even after 
we take the two required English courses, then why would a Cultural Studies 
teacher be able to help us with our English?” Other students in the focus 
group disputed the contention that no improvement is achieved in the En-
glish writing courses, but they did concur that the Cultural Studies courses 
do not nurture their ability to a significant degree. A consensus was reached 
that students who come from EMI high schools already know English, so 
they “really don’t learn anything new” at university, whereas students who 
come from French-medium high schools probably do improve their English 
through the English courses and the Cultural Studies courses simply by hav-
ing to use it, by being exposed to the language.

Students also claimed to have learned the content and ideas taught in 
these classes but felt they could not express themselves adequately in English 
on written exams on the content knowledge. This claim suggests that students 
do not feel capable of handling the content of a cultural or philosophical 
nature in English, or at least they lack confidence in their ability to express 
their viewpoints on these topics in written English. In other words, they felt 
they could handle oral class discussions on difficult topics, but when it came 
to expressing their ideas in writing, they suffered from a lack of confidence 
and a lack of skill. This finding also speaks to the methodology of the courses. 
According to the students, not all instructors are clear about the writing con-
ventions students should use in exams. Students claimed that even such es-
sential assignment parameters as length and genre are unclear. Students were 
very expressive when revealing this last point. One young woman said that 
the only feedback one instructor ever gave was “more length,” so she wrote a 
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“recipe” in the middle of her answer the next time to add length, which she 
claimed the instructor did not even notice. Another student, sounding very 
irritated, explained that no matter how hard he tried to address the “few com-
ments” he received from his instructor on exams, he always achieved the same 
grade, as if the instructor did not notice the differences.

The interviews with the Cultural Studies instructors revealed a remark-
ably similar point of view to the instructors in the business school regarding 
their role as university professors. (See also Hodges & Kent, this volume, for 
discussion on instructors’ responses to teaching writing in their discipline.) 
Most of the respondents expressed a position that they “are not English 
teachers, after all.” One respondent was quite adamant about this point, say-
ing, “We don’t teach how to write essays; we assume [students] have learned 
this in their English classes. It’s not our responsibility to teach them this as 
Cultural Studies teachers.” However, three of the instructors on this program 
also teach English and two of them emphasized their role in linking language 
skill to the discipline. One said, “I go very deeply in this [how to write], like 
verb choice, and [I] go into the essence of language . . . We analyze the lan-
guage in the text and mistakes they make in their essays and explain linguistic 
problems they’re facing. I give feedback on speech and writing.” But the third 
instructor, who also teaches some English courses, agreed with the majority 
of respondents by saying, “I’m not into teaching them how to write an essay, 
because I think they know it.”

We (Annous and Nicolas) believe that the data suggest that the concept 
of academic territorial borders exists not only among the FOB instructors but 
also among both the instructors in the Cultural Studies curriculum and their 
students. The implications of this finding are quite far-reaching: If students 
unconsciously view their academic work as occurring from within academic 
territorial boundaries, then they will be less inclined to transfer skills and 
knowledge beyond these boundaries. Since the instructors confine their in-
struction within disciplinary borders, they will not promote student interac-
tion with new or existing knowledge, nor will students initiate the process. 
As a result, students could think that the proper way of learning in tertiary 
education is within, rather than across, academic borders and boundaries.

Further, the findings from this stage of the study indicate that the meth-
odologies practiced in UOB’s required Cultural Studies courses neither re-
inforce students’ acquisition of written English skill nor nurture other im-
portant literacy skills (such as reading), which would also contribute to better 
writing. UOB needs to be explicit about the purpose these courses serve in 
every major program. Certainly, the message—intended or not—transmitted 
to students is that the expansion of their general knowledge is the purpose 
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of the courses; that the content knowledge these courses contain is of para-
mount importance; and that no other benefit can be derived from the courses. 
At the same time, the message being transmitted to teachers is that they do 
not bear any responsibility for students’ acquisition of written skill in this 
EFL/EMI context. The same message permeates the FOB curriculum. In 
both of these cases, the message is that content is the most important aspect 
of university study and students need to do whatever is necessary to learn it. 
In other words, the message being sent through the adherence to disciplinary 
borders with emphasis on content is that all other skills associated with ac-
ademic work, particularly the acquisition of effective written skill in English 
in an EFL environment, is secondary or even isolated to a particular “tribe.” 
The potential for UOB’s required Cultural Studies courses to add to students’ 
written skill in English is, therefore, lost.

The findings from this third stage of the research corroborate the findings 
from the first two stages. Taken together, the three stages suggest a situation 
whereby a tertiary educational institution functioning in an EFL environ-
ment has juxtaposed an EMI model onto a firmly established institutional 
structure that promotes “silos” of knowledge. We conclude that Becher and 
Trowler’s (2001) concept of “knowledge territory” permeates the university. 
Instructors identify with a discipline and its content and do not acknowl-
edge the role writing plays in the discipline or in the learning process. This 
phenomenon is not unique to UOB and can be found elsewhere (Bacha & 
Bahous, 2008; Pawan & Orloff, 2011; Plutsky & Wilson, 2001). Territorial 
knowledge boundaries are clearly detrimental to students’ development, espe-
cially in written English communication in an EFL context.

A WAC Expert’s Observations on Writing in English at UOB
Annous and Nicolas had already conducted the stage-one syllabus review be-
fore I (Townsend) visited. Annous and Nicolas’ knowledge of UOB’s culture 
and the fact that WAC is relatively uncommon outside the “inner circle” of 
English countries, led them to believe that UOB’s composition instructors 
and administrators needed to know what WAC is and does if the institution 
were to consider implementing any form of WAC philosophy or pedagogies. 
They asked if I would prepare a presentation titled “What Is WAC? And 
Why Should Today’s University Implement It?” to be delivered jointly to 
faculty and students enrolled in English 203, UOB’s second required compo-
sition course. 

Over three separate class periods, 300 students, their instructors, and as-
sorted administrators gathered in a lecture hall to hear my talk, in which 
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I attempted to convey in the least pedantic manner possible the idea that 
what students learn in composition classes should carry over to subsequent 
classes as well—a problem that also vexes educators in the US. For the most 
part, students responded as would U.S. students in any similar forced lecture 
setting—with a combination of polite tolerance mixed with boredom, confu-
sion, and curiosity. 

As part of my interactive presentation, I asked students to prepare some 
informal writing, which I collected. I responded to some of the students’ 
questions and comments during the presentation itself. Others I replied to 
in a letter that I wrote to students in return, conveyed to them via their in-
structors. I hoped that my letter would invite students and instructors alike 
to continue a conversation I tried to start with my presentation. I wanted to 
show them that informal writing has value. I wanted to let them know that 
American students ask the same questions about writing and that those ques-
tions do have reasonable answers. I wanted to suggest that staying after class 
to ask more questions and sharing one’s writing with a complete stranger (as 
some had done after my presentation) can be signs of intellectual curiosity. 
And finally, I wanted to support the studying I knew they would soon be 
doing for their upcoming, in-class final exam. 

Whether my letter accomplished any of these goals is unknown. But I 
believe that demonstrating the use of informal writing, both to students and 
to instructors, was important. And in writing back to them, I had hoped to 
reinforce that pedagogy. One student did email me later, sending along some 
writing she was proud of, which I interpreted as one of several signs during 
my visit that, with encouragement, UOB students can take pleasure in writ-
ten discourse. In retrospect, I believe that while my presentation served some 
good, it actually provided a better lesson for WAC consultants who are doing 
international consulting. My attempting to describe the characteristics that 
undergird strong WAC programs for administrators, while at the same time 
trying to convince students to carry forward their new knowledge of writing, 
was simply too much, too soon, for too many audiences. 

In addition to my three large-lecture presentations, I also met individu-
ally and in groups with scores of UOB instructors and students in settings 
that ranged from department meetings, class observations, one-on-one coffee 
breaks, over meals, and in individuals’ offices. I sat in on a high-school teach-
er’s oral defense of her master’s degree. I met with American colleagues who 
were then working with the Writing Center at the American University of 
Beirut. And I engaged in nonstop conversation and analysis with the Amer-
ican friend who was then teaching at UOB and who housed me during my 
visit. Each conversation informed my thinking about the possibility of im-
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plementing some version of WAC; each conversation added to the layers of 
complexity that were, at that time, not yet informed by stages two and three 
of Annous and Nicolas’ research. 

Following my visit, I submitted a six-page report to the dean, summariz-
ing six key observations. On the positive side of the equation, I reported that, 
“Most professors and administrators with whom I spoke were curious and 
interested—even energized—about the potential for Balamand’s adapting 
WAC theory and pedagogies to enhance teaching and learning in the curric-
ulum” (unpublished letter, June 6, 2011). I also acknowledged the skepticism 
many raised about the seeming futility of teaching English composition and 
using WAC pedagogies. I conveyed my impression of a group of instructors 
deeply divided between wanting to do a good job in serving UOB’s students 
but who, at the same time, were discouraged by students’ apparent ennui, lack 
of interest in their English classes, and a willingness to sacrifice academic 
integrity to pass those courses. 

I reported seeing “the potential for building alliances with professors at 
the American University of Beirut,” with whom I had met before leaving 
Lebanon. They reported encountering many of the same issues that UOB 
faces and seemed interested in discussing mutual concerns with colleagues 
at their neighboring institution. Building alliances with other universities in 
Lebanon and the region seems to be the most productive way for all insti-
tutions to achieve better outcomes. I also identified an American colleague 
who was doing work on WAC with a university in Saudi Arabia, who could 
participate in the establishment of relevant guidelines, given his experience 
with WAC in the Arab world. I encouraged the dean to forge contacts and 
connections in the region, noting that WAC’s international presence has in-
creased in recent years and that UOB had the potential to become a leader 
in the region. 

My report highlighted four other key conclusions: First, I wrote that 
UOB seems to lack a writing culture. Here, I was referring to the fact that 
virtually all the students I spoke with, in my presentations and in classes, re-
ported doing little to no writing anywhere except in the required composition 
courses. By that time, Annous and Nicolas’ syllabus study had already shown 
“no evidence” of writing in the FOB curriculum. My own conversations with 
instructors corroborated what students were telling me. Many students, in 
fact, had simply said they “do not need” writing in their careers.

Second, I reported that students are resistant to writing in general. They 
were unaware of the potential for writing to help them form thoughts and 
ideas. They had never considered asking their professors about the profes-
sors’ own writing habits. When I asked them to write informally during my 
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presentation, they had groaned audibly and had to be encouraged to get out 
paper and pen. In response to my prompt “What does ‘writing’ mean to you?” 
this student’s remark was typical: “It is just work to do to have good grades 
and to pass my English course.” In response to my prompt “What is one 
question you have as a result of my talk today?” students wrote such things 
as: “Why should I pay all these [sic] money for writing?” and “Why are these 
classes obligatory?” A sizable number replied that they had no questions for 
me. Overall, the student responses I collected indicated that they see writing 
as a set of “skills” to master, rather than seeing writing as a way of knowing 
and as a means to an end that can enrich their personal and professional lives.

Third, I noted that plagiarism is a dominant theme. Throughout the week, 
numerous instructors had discussed with me the degree to which students’ 
trilingualism understandably complicates their learning to write in English. 
When they write, UOB students focus on correctness, especially grammar and 
citation format, rather than on conveying ideas and arguments. Instructors re-
ported needing to act as “police” when grading student papers, while students 
adopt a “catch me if you can” attitude, with a foregone conclusion that academ-
ic dishonesty is the norm. Composition instructors require that virtually all 
writing be done in class, so that plagiarism is forestalled. Convinced that most 
students would pay for outside-of-class papers to be written for them, virtually 
all instructors and administrators agreed that the writing-in-class policy is 
necessary. Not allowing students to write outside of class because of the fear 
that students will have someone else do their writing for them severely limits 
the kind and quality of in-class writing that can be assigned.

Finally, I noted that, “These issues notwithstanding, many of the writ-
ing-related phenomena I observed at UOB exist in the US as well.” I re-
assured the dean that American students are not as knowledgeable about 
writing as we wish they would be; that our curricula are not perfect; and that 
we, too, struggle with plagiarism in our classrooms. I noted that it takes an 
entire four- or five-year undergraduate degree program in higher education 
for most students to become “good” writers—and that their growth in writing 
continues on into graduate school if students pursue graduate degrees. 

I followed my 2011 UOB-specific observations to the dean with four pages 
of observations about WAC in general (e.g., WAC is primarily a faculty de-
velopment initiative; transition to WAC takes time; instructors need continual 
support). And I offered a set of three specific recommendations that UOB 
might consider, elaborating on how each might be enacted:

1. Appoint a FASS WAC liaison.
2. Create a FASS WAC council to advise and assist the liaison.
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3. Initiate efforts to secure one, and possibly two, Fulbright visiting 
professors with WAC expertise as soon as practicable.

At the time I wrote these recommendations, all three seemed reasonable 
and within the realm of possibility. The FASS dean was open to suggestions 
for addressing what he realized were genuine issues for UOB students. Hav-
ing had a successful track record of bringing Fulbright faculty to campus, it 
was the dean who inquired about the possibility of Fulbright faculty with 
WAC expertise coming to help begin a WAC initiative. UOB instructors’ 
interest was such that it could have been built upon. Momentum was no-
ticeable. And while student resistance was high, there were signs that not 
every student shared that resistance. Everyone involved seemed to believe 
that a significant culture shift with regard to writing was both desirable and 
possible. Although these recommendations seemed plausible when written 
in 2011, political instability in the region since that time prohibits enacting 
the final one. The U.S. Department of State has discontinued the Fulbright 
program in Lebanon until further notice. Moreover, since I offered these rec-
ommendations, FASS has undergone a change in administration and UOB 
has begun accreditation procedures. Consequently, the momentum towards 
WAC implementation has halted and all programs are being evaluated in 
light of accreditation requirements.

Conclusion 

Our chapter provides a critical look at a particular context in one EMI learn-
ing environment. The lessons could possibly have ramifications for other EMI 
learning environments in Arabic-speaking contexts. By knowing how, or even 
whether, writing in English is taught or reinforced in EMI courses, we now 
better understand the reasons why many students fail to exhibit effective 
writing skills in English during their university studies and after. Through the 
research conducted thus far, we (Annous and Nicholas) are also now better 
able to arrive at conclusions about implementing curricular reforms or policy 
recommendations, including the possibility of WAC, through a systematic 
process that would hopefully lead to UOB graduates having effective skill in 
written English.

The three stages of our evaluation of the institutional context have led 
to some major findings: Instructors are generally unaware of the role writ-
ing can play in the teaching/learning process. Writing is not utilized in the 
disciplines as a learning tool. Content mastery, at the expense of any other 
important and arguably related skill, especially in an EMI context, seems 
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to be of the highest value for most instructors, regardless of the discipline. 
Students seem to believe that they come to our EMI institution only to learn 
information without realizing the major skills they might learn in class, such 
as persuasive writing, critical thinking and public speaking. Our research 
reveals that students seem to have a predetermined idea that universities 
are made up of independent silos of knowledge where disciplinary border 
crossing is not even considered. We all now believe that the acquisition of ef-
fective written skill in English should be an explicit learning objective across 
disciplinary borders for EMI institutions like UOB that operate in non-En-
glish speaking contexts.

The ultimate challenge that UOB faces, along with many other institu-
tions in similar contexts, is that many instructors in EMI tertiary education-
al institutions operating in the outer and expanding circles of English may 
be non-native speakers of English who lack the confidence and competence 
to deal with students’ language acquisition. When being hired, instructors’ 
competence in English must be foregrounded. For existing instructors at 
EMI institutions who are striving to improve students’ English commu-
nicative skill outcomes, training and ongoing support must be provided by 
knowledgeable experts in the field. As the British Council’s report (Dearden, 
2014) shows, too little professional development is currently provided for 
EMI instructors. This situation is unacceptable. To reiterate Doiz, Lasagab-
aster, and Sierra’s (2013) warning, “[T]he implementation of EMI programs 
has to be carefully planned, providing highly qualified teachers (both in con-
tent and language), as well as students with the necessary English proficien-
cy” (p. 216). 

Collaboration between the English department (or whichever unit hous-
es the writing program) and instructors in other disciplines is crucial to 
breaking down academic territorial borders. The thirty-year history of WAC 
in the US shows that regular, ongoing faculty development workshops can 
be an effective way to bring discipline-based faculty into conversation with 
one another (Fulwiler, 1981; Russell, 1991; McLeod & Soven, 2006). At the 
University of Missouri (Townsend’s home institution), for example, it was a 
collective complaint about student writing from faculty in many disciplines 
that led the university’s Dean of Arts and Science to create a cross-disci-
plinary committee in 1984 to address the problem (Townsend, Patton, & 
Vogt, 2012). That committee became the university’s Campus Writing Board, 
which still meets monthly to guide fellow faculty and Campus Writing Pro-
gram staff toward the improvement of student writing. UOB chose English 
as the medium of instruction to meet the challenges of globalization and 
the demands of internationalized education. UOB was one of the first uni-
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versities established in Lebanon during the region’s shift to EMI; now, the 
university needs to consider much more critically the complex implications 
of its linguistic decision.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Business courses included in the syllabi review

Course code and title Brief description (abbreviated from the syllabi)

1.ACCT210: Financial 
Accounting I

“This course studies the accounting reports produced for 
financial decision making.”

2.ACCT211: Financial 
Accounting II

“Its overall aim is to familiarize students with the differ-
ent types of business organizations with an emphasis on 
partnerships and corporations.”

3.ACCT202: Survey of 
Accounting and Finance

“This is a remedial course for non-business MBA candi-
dates.”

4. BUSN210: Business 
Communication

“A thorough introduction to business communication 
concepts and theories. Participants in this course will gain 
knowledge in written and oral skills and engage in a busi-
ness class communication experience.”

5. BUSN220: Managerial 
Economics

“This course introduces the student to the various methods 
used by companies in decision making taking into consid-
eration the resource constraint.”

6. BUSN221: Global 
Economy

“[This course will] present a comprehensive, up-to-date, 
and clear exposition of the theory and principles of inter-
national economics.”

http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/2011/01/15155739/internationalization-higher-education-mena-policy-issues-associated-skills-formation-mobility
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/2011/01/15155739/internationalization-higher-education-mena-policy-issues-associated-skills-formation-mobility
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Course code and title Brief description (abbreviated from the syllabi)

7. BUSN230: Strategic 
Management

“[This course] focuses on how firms formulate, implement, 
and evaluate strategies, by highlighting different issues 
such as the organization”s mission and vision.”

8. BUSN240: Business Law “[This course] introduces the students to the fundamental 
concepts of civil and commercial law.”

9. ECON201: Survey of 
Economics

“[This course offers an] introduction to the field of eco-
nomics and its principles, both at the micro and macro 
levels.”

10. ECON211: Microeco-
nomics Theory

“[This course offers an] introduction to microeconomics 
concepts and analysis.”

11. ECON212: Macroeco-
nomics

“Macroeconomics is the study of the behavior of the econ-
omy as a whole. The three major goals of macroeconomics 
are good level of growth, price stability and low unemploy-
ment rate.”

12. ECON247: Intermediate 
Macroeconomics

“[This course] will introduce and develop the main tech-
niques and models used in macroeconomic theory.”

13. ECON293: History of 
Economic Thought

“[This course] will trace the evolution of economic think-
ing throughout history.”

14. FINE220: Managerial 
Finance

“[This course is] an introductory course where students 
acquire knowledge about basic concepts and methods used 
in finance.”

15. FINE230: Financial 
Institutions

“[This course] examines how financial markets (such as 
those for bonds, stocks and foreign exchange) and financial 
institutions (banks, insurance companies mutual funds, and 
other institutions) work.”

16. FINE241: Investment “[This course] examines the theoretical issues and quanti-
tative techniques of the financial management of the firm.”

17. HOSP200: Introduc-
tion to Travel, Tourism and 
Hospitality

“[This course provides] a comprehensive overview of the 
world”s largest and fastest growing business called the 
tourism and hospitality industry.”

18. HOSP213: Restaurant 
Management and Purchas-
ing 

“This course identifies the elements involved in operating a 
successful restaurant.”

19. HOSP224: Service 
Management

“[This course] will address the distinct needs and problems 
of service excellence mainly in the hospitality and tourism 
industry.”

20. HOSP225: Rooms Divi-
sion Management

“This course introduces the student to the hotels” rooms 
operations.”

21. HOSP230: Conventions, 
Special Events and Catering 

“[This course] provides students with an understanding of the 
convention and meetings market.”
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Course code and title Brief description (abbreviated from the syllabi)

22. HOSP231: Hospitality 
Purchasing

“[This course will] promote an understanding of the 
managerial aspects of the hospitality purchasing activity. 
Emphasis is placed on strategic selection and procurement 
considerations based on item need, value and supplier 
information.”

23. HOSP236: Housekeep-
ing Management 

“[This course is] designed to provide students with both 
classroom theoretical principles of professional house-
keeping knowledge, as well as on-hand competencies and 
skills.”

24. HOSP240: Yield Man-
agement 

“This course focuses on managing the hotel”s demand-side 
decision in order to maximize revenue and occupan-
cyvis-à-vis the market and the competition.”

25. MGMT 220: Principles 
of Management 

“[This is an] introductory course covering the fundamental 
principles of management, including objective setting tech-
niques, operational planning and the control process.”

26. MGMT 230: Organiza-
tional Behavior

“[This course]deals with the impact of individual and team 
values, attitudes, perception, needs, motivation, leadership, 
communication, power politics, conflict, and work design 
on organizational behavior.”

27. MGMT291: Business 
Ethics & Professional Re-
sponsibility

“[This course] introduces students to ethical concepts, 
helps them apply these concepts to business decisions 
and identify moral issues involved in the management of 
specific problem areas in business.”

28. MRKT220: Principles of 
Marketing

“[This] course is designed to introduce students to the 
basic terminology, concepts and practices of contemporary 
marketing as applied in a variety of contexts.”

29. MRKT291: Advertising 
and Promotion

“[This course provides an] emphasis on elements and 
process of developing effective advertising programs using 
integrated marketing communications.”

Appendix B: Interview protocol—FOB instructors 

1. Knowledge of writing-across-the-curriculum strategies

• How would you define writing-across-the-curriculum strategies?
• Can you describe some characteristics of writing-across-the-curriculum 

strategies? 

2. Writing activities in business courses 

• Do you include writing assignments? 
• What are the written assignments? 
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3. General opinion about students’ ability to communicate in English

• Do you allow Arabic to be spoken?
• Do you ever have to resort to Arabic to ensure understanding?

4. General evaluation of students’ written performance

• Are you satisfied with your students’ writing? What are the problems? 
• Do you assess students’ writing? 
• Is the quality of students’ writing part of the grading criteria? 

5. Willingness to incorporate writing activities in the future 

• What do you envision the role of a writing center should be? 
• Can you itemize some of the challenges you face when incorporating 

writing activities?

Appendix C: Focus-group interview protocol—CVSQ students 

1. Describe a typical CVSQ session? What are the methods that the profes-
sors use? What are the typical activities? 

2. What are the difficulties you are facing in the CVSQ courses? 
3. What is your general perception of the CVSQ courses? 
4. How do you rate your English language skills? Reading? Writing? Speak-

ing? i.e. are you confident in your English language skills? 
5. To what extent you think the CVSQ courses help you develop your writ-

ing skills in English? Reading skills? 
6. Do you receive any feedback on your writing? If yes, what kind of feed-

back? Are you satisfied with the kind of feedback you are receiving?

Appendix D: Interview protocol—CVSQ instructors 

General methodology that could foster/hinder student communication
1. Describe a typical class session:
2. How do you begin (propose a question, begin a lecture, etc.)?
3. Any group work, student presentation of an idea or topic, etc.?
4. What language are students allowed to use in class?
5. Do you find you need to use Arabic?
6. Do you correct Arabic use and/or translate to English if need be?
7. Class exercises are mentioned on some of the course content tables and 

in course evaluation for some courses on the syllabi; what is the nature of 
these exercises?

8. Are they written or oral?
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9. Multiple choice or short answers?

Discipline-specific strategies
1. Do you teach the conventions of your discipline?
2. Written conventions such as verb choice, style etc.
3. If not, how do students know about what is conventional or acceptable in 

this discipline?

Evaluation of students’ communicative skill
1. For any written work you require of your students, are language and high-

er-order concerns like organization and development part of your grading 
rubric?

2. If no, why not?
3. If yes, are students trained by you on your expectations in this area?
4. What kind of written genre do you require? 
5. How much is the written product usually weighed in the final evaluation?
6. Do students receive any training on this genre in class?
7. Do you have a pre-prepared grading rubric for written assignments? Do 

students know these criteria ahead of time?
8. Do you require presentations?
9. If so, how are they evaluated? What criteria do you look for? 
10. If not, why not, any reason not to require a presentation?
11. On tests, midterm and final, do you assess students’ language skill as part 

of the grade?
12. Do students know that their language is part of the final grade?
13. What about organization of paragraphs and development of ideas?
14. When class participation is counted in the final evaluation breakdown, 

how is it measured?
15. What type of participation (debate, discussion, etc.)?
16. Do you keep physical track of a student’s participation in discussion for 

final evaluation?
17. Is critical thinking considered a goal of this course?
18. Is it listed as an Intended Learning Outcome (ILO)?
19. If so, how is this skill measured? Through what kinds of assignments or 

activities?

General perceptions of students’ communication ability in English
1. How would you rate your students’ overall language competence?
2. Writing, reading, speaking?
3. In your opinion, how can students’ language skills be nurtured and devel-

oped?
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Appendix E: Business courses that included some 
reference to writing in the syllabus review

Major Course Writing Type Weight Additional comments
Accounting Intermediate 

Financial 
Accounting 

Essays/reports/ 
research project

10% Writing is mentioned 
in the ILOs*
Writing is a Certified 
Public Accountant 
exam requirement 

Accounting Managerial 
Accounting

Essays N/A

Accounting Auditing Reports and team 
projects

30% Writing is mentioned 
in the ILOs.
Writing skills are 
formally mentioned 
in the assessment 
section.

Hospitality Hospitality 
Purchasing 

Project 25% Writing is indirectly 
mentioned in the 
ILOs: “to develop and 
document policies.”

Management Organizational 
Behavior

Book Review 20%

Management Business 
Ethics & 
Professional 
Responsibility

Cases/Assignments 55% Not clear what the 
written work is 

Marketing Advertising & 
Promotion

Portfolio
Case Study Anal-
ysis

25%
15%

 
*ILO: Intended Learning Outcome 

Appendix F: Stage 3 samples of matrices 
arrived at through the data analysis 

The primary findings matrices were arrived at through a clustering pro-
cess. Matrices of individual themes were created, and then those themes were 
clustered together to arrive at the three primary findings that are presented 
first. Examples of individual theme matrices are provided below the primary 
findings:
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Primary Finding 1, with supporting themes

The methodology of the cultural studies courses does not promote skill/
literacy enhancement, explicitly or implicitly.

• “Inconsistent and ineffective group work”
• “Lack of research designed activities”
• “Use of L1 in class”
• “Uneven or ineffectual feedback given to students”

Primary Finding 2, with supporting themes

Neither students nor teachers believe these courses serve to nurture En-
glish writing skills.

• “Purpose of CS is not language skill acquisition”
• “Purpose of the courses is to develop critical thinking”
• “Content courses/content coverage as the primary ILO”

Primary Finding 3, with supporting themes

Students either fail to understand the importance of reading for the de-
velopment of their communicative skill or the readings do not lend them-
selves to this function due to their level of difficulty.

• “The texts are too difficult for the students.”
• “Students generally do not read the assigned readings and/or do not 

understand what they’ve read.”
• “Students rely heavily on Spark notes for comprehension”.
• “This is not a reading culture.”

Following are a sample of the matrices for the themes that informed the 
Primary Findings. P# refers to data from a professor and the number of the 
interview, and FG identifies data from the student focus group. 

Matrices of data for two of the themes in Primary Finding 1:

Theme: Inconsistent and ineffective group work

• “In small groups they could take the discussion anywhere. I want the 
discussion to be purposeful.” P3

• “Rarely use group work because there is a lot of material to cover—lec-
ture and class discussion.” P1

• “No group work—sometimes discussion but not always.” P4
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• “All lecture and discussion.” P5
• “What happens in class depends on the ‘doctor,’ if there is group work 

or lecture.” FG

Theme: Uneven or ineffectual feedback given

• “I tried to do what the teacher wanted me to on the next exam but I 
got the same grade.” FG

• “We don’t know how grades are arrived at and how we can improve.” FG
• “Some professors just want length, so you can write a recipe in the 

middle of your answer and they’ll never know since they don’t read 
closely anyway.” FG

• “Instructors are interested in content: how much we know. They should 
ask us direct questions and we give direct answers (not require essay 
answers on exams).” FG 

• “I give feedback on speech and writing.” P2 
• “I offer feedback on short assignments and presentations.” P3 
• “Why do I have to worry about their English skills? Do I have to be-

come an English teacher?” P1 
• “I will underline language errors.” P4 
• “I have a reputation for pointing out mistakes.” P5 
• “I give group feedback after the first exam and then I mark the lan-

guage pretty extensively.” P7 

Matrices of data for two of the themes in Primary Finding 2:

Theme: Instructors’ academic role

• “I am not teaching English; it’s not my purpose in these classes.” P7
• “I will try to teach them words, but[teaching students how to write] is 

not my job”. P1
• “Maybe the English courses need to be tougher. English department 

needs to fail more.” P8
• “These are not English courses after all.” FG

Theme: Instructors claim that the development of ideas and critical think-
ing are the aims of their courses.

• “We are interested in educating them in opinions and ideas and his-
tory.” P7

• “Critical thinking is the absolute objective.” P5
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The two case studies presented in this chapter explore the cul-
tural complexities of adopting American-authored textbooks 
and materials to teach first year composition (FYC) at an in-
ternational branch campus in Qatar. Through surveys, observa-
tion and student writing, the authors investigate the extent to 
which their students engage with the American textbooks each 
has adopted—They Say, I Say with Readings (Graff, Birken-
stein, & Durst, 2012) and Writing about Writing (Wardle & 
Downs, 2011). To foster culturally sensitive adaptation of FYC 
content and promote student-centered pedagogy, the authors 
posit guidelines for localizing the content of FYC courses for 
English as Additional Language students.

Keywords: pedagogy; composition; FYC; IBC; textbook 
adoption

As of March 2015, there were roughly 250 International Branch Campuses 
(IBCs) open or in development or planning scattered across the globe. Ninety 
of these are IBCs of American universities, over twice as many as the second 
most common home country, the United Kingdom (Cross-Border Education 
Research Team, 2015). In the Middle East-North Africa (MENA) region 
alone, 56 IBCs from various home countries currently operate, with the vast 
majority of these hosted by Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, a 
dozen of which are U.S.-based institutions. What is also noticeable is the 
flow of importing countries and exporting countries. Taken together with 
the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, Australia, and Ireland, An-
glophone home institutions account for 60% of all IBC home institutions, 

https://doi.org/10.37514/INT-B.2017.0896.2.05
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compared to zero for the GCC (Cross-Border Education Research Team, 
2015). This is just one facet of the global inequality of the provider-consumer 
network in international education (Altbach, 2010; see also Hodges and Kent; 
and Miller and Pessoa, this volume, for additional studies on IBCs in the 
MENA region).

Along with this proliferation of IBCs of American universities in the 
MENA region in the last fifteen years, the American college curriculum re-
quirement of first-year composition (FYC) has also been exported. Depend-
ing on the particular branch campus and the major/degree offered, additional 
FYC courses are sometimes added to the branch campus curriculum in or-
der to accommodate English as an Additional Language (EAL) learners (for 
additional discussions of how required composition has been implemented, 
successfully and unsuccessfully, within MENA-based universities, see also 
Annous, Nicolas, and Townsend; Arnold, DeGenaro, Iskandarani, Khoury, 
Sinno, and Willard-Traub; Austin; Jarkas and Fakhreddine; Miller and Pes-
soa; and Uysal, this volume). At Texas A&M at Qatar (TAM-Q) where we 
teach, these prerequisite courses for FYC are frequently taught by TESOL-
trained (Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages) teachers. Al-
though the number of semesters of required FYC-type courses is extended to 
meet the needs of the learners of English as an additional language enrolled 
at TAM-Q, more often than not, the textbooks adopted for FYC remain 
the same as those of the home campus. This is not an unusual practice, as 
the lifting of an entire curriculum and its transplantation to an international 
branch campus is a common occurrence among the “crossborder curriculum 
partnerships” that include IBCs (Waterval, Frambarch, Driessen, & Scherp-
bier, 2014). Agreements for IBCs in Education City in Doha, Qatar dictate 
that the home institutions recreate programs at the host institution that rep-
licate the curricula of the home campus as much as possible. The replication 
of home campus requirements includes the qualifications of the faculty, the 
standards for student admission, the sequence of courses required in the de-
gree plan, and, sometimes, even the textbooks to be used. But adoption of 
particular textbooks endorsed by the home campus does not ensure a good 
fit for the students enrolled at the local host institution. In this chapter, each 
of us takes a closer look at the concerns raised by both teachers and students 
and share the conclusions we have come to based on our separate experiences 
of adopting Americentric textbooks to teach FYC to engineering majors at 
TAM-Q.

By reflecting on the usefulness of the textbooks we’ve adopted for our 
TAM-Q FYC courses, we hope to encourage FYC teachers across the MENA 
region to participate in examining both the value and the appropriateness of 
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adopting western textbooks to teach EAL learners in the Middle East. At 
the end of this chapter, we offer a set of questions MENA writing teachers 
might use to reflect on the textbooks and materials they use to teach FYC. 
We then share our developing strategies for localizing the content of our 
TAM-Q FYC courses. Our ultimate goal is to foster critical reflection among 
teachers and deep listening for students so that culturally sensitive practices 
are realized in the teaching and evaluation of FYC in transnational contexts.

Methodology and Research Questions

To investigate the usefulness and appropriateness of the adoption of specific 
U.S. textbooks and materials to teach FYC at TAM-Q, we focused on the 
composition textbook that each of us has used for more than two semesters: 
Telafici has adopted the department-recommended They Say/I Say: The Moves 
that Matter in Academic Writing with Readings (Graff, Birkenstein, & Durst, 
2012), and Rudd has adopted Writing about Writing (Wardle & Downs, 2011). 
We address the following questions: 

1. By focusing the FYC curriculum on U.S. authors, whose voices and 
what views are potentially marginalized? When preparing students 
to “find a way of entering a conversation with others’ views” (Graff, 
Birkenstein, & Durst, 2012, p. 4), whose views and values are being 
privileged?

2. To what extent do our students engage with the readings and assign-
ments included in the textbooks each of us uses?

As a framework for exploring these questions, we looked to the guide-
lines for teaching FYC as recommended by two U.S.-based organizations: 
the National Council of the Teaching of English (NCTE) and the Council of 
Writing Program Administrators (CWPA). We relied on their descriptions 
of “best practices” in the field to determine to what extent we, as American 
instructors teaching at an American university in the Middle East, are fol-
lowing these guidelines and to what extent we should be following them. 
We also found several of the NCTE position statements (especially those on 
Second Language Learners and Second Language Writing) to be particularly 
useful frameworks for our case studies since these feature the perspectives of 
our EAL students. Many of the NCTE position statements argue for being 
inclusive of students’ home languages and experiences, dating back to 1972 
when the resolution that became known as SRTOL (Students’ Right to Their 
Own Language) was first drafted by the Executive Committee of NCTE 
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(Larson, 1974). Consequently, NCTE’s emphasis on making room for stu-
dents’ experiences and home languages in the classroom speaks to us as writ-
ing teachers who want to value and empower our TAM-Q EAL students.

Our methods foreground the voices and views of our former students as 
they respond to our questions about the reading and writing assignments 
promoted by the FYC textbooks we have each adopted. As teacher-research-
ers, we also draw upon our own experiences of teaching from these textbooks, 
observing our students’ responses to assignments and engaging in informal 
discussions with former students about the usefulness of these texts. We have 
also conducted anonymous surveys on textbook satisfaction and reading pref-
erences in our FYC courses. Through these venues, our students have made 
their voices heard. From the student perspectives gained from these data, we 
discuss the usefulness and appropriateness of adopting two textbooks, They 
Say, I Say with Readings and Writing about Writing, to teach FYC to engi-
neering students at a Middle East branch of our institution. 

Exploring the Local Context for Our FYC Courses

If the understanding and application of rhetoric are objectives in most FYC 
courses (Council of Writing Program Administrators, 2008), then FYC teach-
ers need to practice what we preach. Engaging students halfway across the 
world, who may or may not ever study or live in the US, requires student-cen-
tered teachers to adapt both their materials and their strategies. Linguistic 
imperialism—a system in which “the dominance of English is asserted and 
maintained by the establishment and continuous reconstitution of structural 
and cultural inequalities between English and other languages” (Phillipson, as 
cited in Canagarajah, 1995, p. 591)—is not simply a case of uneven valuation of 
what is written and how, but also what is read and what students are allowed 
or encouraged to write about.

First, we provide some detail on the local context: We teach in Qatar, 
a country whose broader national goals include creating an “[educational] 
system [that] will also encourage analytical and critical thinking . . . [one 
that] will promote . . . respect for Qatari society’s values and heritage, and 
will advocate for constructive interaction with other nations” (Qatar National 
Vision, n.d.). Qatar Foundation, our umbrella sponsoring organization at Ed-
ucation City, is considered a driving “engine” within this national vision (Qa-
tar Foundation, n.d.). While our FYC courses seek to foster analytical and 
critical thinking, we use readings and writing assignments from U.S.-based 
textbooks to allow students to practice these skills, directly affecting what 
students think and write about—hence our concern with using American 
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texts in our branch campus in Qatar.
According to the Council of Writing Program Administrators’ Outcomes 

Statement (2008), “Students should . . . integrate their own ideas with those 
of others . . . [and] understand the relationships among language, knowledge, 
and power.” Further, NCTE (2009) states that teachers of second language 
writers should:

[reflect] on how writing assignments may tacitly include 
cultural assumptions or tacitly rely on knowledge of culturally-spe-
cific information [emphasis added]. Writing instructors 
should also gain experience designing writing assignments 
with second language students in mind, considering topics 
that are culturally sensitive to second language writers and 
including directions easily understandable to multiple audi-
ences.

Given these best practices, we wonder if the cultural assumptions and cul-
turally-specific readings and writing assignment suggestions in our U.S. text-
books would be problematic for our student population, which at TAM-Q 
hovers at 50% Qatari nationals with very few U.S. students (Kent, personal 
communication, February 18, 2015). 

As teachers with considerable combined experience working with inter-
national students, we are aware of the problems of teaching only an Ameri-
canized view. Yet as teachers who work without the security of tenure, we are 
also sensitive to program expectations for teaching from a departmentally 
sanctioned textbook. Thus, we both found ourselves teaching U.S. textbooks 
to our majority Arab FYC students, while steeling ourselves for the pos-
sibility that they might reject these books because they would not be able 
to relate to the views and topics. The students’ feelings about these texts 
in response to our questions, however, proved complicated to interpret, as 
self-reported views can belie what lies below the surface. Our findings are 
described in the following case studies, the first narrated by Rudd and the 
second by Telafici.

Case Study #1 Conducted by Mysti Rudd
Rudd’s Reasons for Adopting Writing about Writing (WAW)

When I first began teaching FYC at TAM-Q in Fall 2012, I was told that 
all of the English teachers in our department were expected to adopt the 
recommended common FYC text: They Say / I Say: The Moves that Matter in 
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Academic Writing with Readings (TSIS) (Graff, Birkenstein, & Durst, 2012). 
In addition to the recommended text, however, every teacher was allowed to 
adopt other textbooks alongside TSIS. I chose to assign the shorter edition of 
TSIS (245 pages rather than 701 pages) that did not include an anthologized 
section of readings. For the readings that students were assigned to summa-
rize and respond to, I adopted Writing about Writing: A College Reader (WAW) 
by Elizabeth Wardle and Doug Downs (2011).

I chose Writing about Writing (WAW) because I had been intrigued by 
Downs and Wardle’s (2007) article “Teaching about Writing, Righting Mis-
conceptions: (Re)Envisioning ‘First-Year Composition’ as an Introduction 
to Writing Studies” because I was familiar with many of the articles au-
thored by American composition scholars; in addition, the suggested assign-
ments, such as literacy narratives and discourse community ethnographies, 
convinced me that the WAW approach to teaching FYC would not be that 
different from other textbooks with readings. There were, however, some ma-
jor differences in the genres, length, and reading level of the articles anthol-
ogized. A common criticism of adopting WAW is that the readings are too 
difficult for FYC students, particularly first-generation college students or 
students at open-access institutions. Yet I also knew that relying on a formal 
textbook such as WAW could add to my authority in the FYC classroom, 
since I was already familiar with the articles anthologized in the book. I 
was concerned about establishing my authority in the TAM-Q classroom 
because I sensed that I would need to make significant changes from being 
a teacher who had previously taught students in the US to becoming one of 
the few female professors (13 out of 81) teaching Arab engineering students 
in Doha’s Education City.

Even though colleagues in my department cautioned me against adopting 
WAW because they believed it would be too difficult for the English academic 
language learners enrolled as engineering majors, I was determined to test 
this argument for myself. Rather than risk underestimating my students, I 
believe in holding high expectations for all of my students and then encour-
aging them to go beyond what they previously believed they could achieve. 
I hoped that the difficult reading level of the articles in WAW would cause 
my TAM-Q students to strive to achieve understanding. From the moment I 
decided to adopt WAW, however, I also planned to ask my students about its 
continued use in subsequent semesters.

It was not long before I began to receive feedback from students on WAW. 
After the reading assignment I gave the first day of the first semester, a con-
scientious student stopped by my office to exclaim, “Do you know how long 
it took me to read the assignment for tomorrow’s class?” And before I could 
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venture a guess, he replied, “Eight hours! It took me eight hours to read the 
30-page introduction to the textbook!” As a seasoned teacher of FYC, I had 
suspected that the assigned reading would be challenging to these first-year 
students for whom English was a second or even third language (after Arabic 
and French), but I had also been advised by our program chair to make the 
course as rigorous as if I were teaching it at the home campus in College Sta-
tion, Texas. And, during faculty orientation, we were informed that Sheikha 
Mozah, the Emir’s wife and the visionary responsible for establishing the 
group of branch campuses in Qatar known as Education City, had mandated 
that the curriculum for students at the host institution mirror the curriculum 
of the home institution. On the other hand, I was warned by my local col-
leagues that our Arab engineering students at TAM-Q did not like to read. 
But just because many of my students didn’t want to read didn’t mean that 
they didn’t need extensive practice in reading academic articles. I reasoned 
that future engineers needed to be careful and analytical readers and so, for 
the first time in my 15-year history of teaching FYC, I expected my students 
to spend as much time completing their reading assignments as they would 
drafting their writing assignments. 

Due to the WAW reading load, I anticipated resistance, and I did indeed 
receive some complaints about the workload on end-of-semester teacher 
evaluations. However, I was surprised by the number of positive comments 
that my students made on the textbook satisfaction survey I distributed at the 
close of each semester, which I share in the next sections.

Findings from the Textbook Satisfaction Survey

To gather perspectives from my FYC students on my adoption of WAW and 
whether I should adopt it for subsequent semesters, I conducted a textbook 
satisfaction survey in Spring 2014. I administered this survey during the last 
day of class in each of my FYC sections, asking students to fill the form out 
anonymously. Of the 25 students who were asked to complete the survey, 22 
placed their surveys in an envelope in the back of the classroom, which was 
then sealed, handed to the department secretary, and not delivered to me until 
grades had been posted for the semester. The survey was intended to elicit 
narrative responses as it asked open-ended questions, beginning with “What 
was your impression of WAW at the beginning of the course?” 

First Impressions of WAW: Boring, Big, and Scary!

The most common adjectives chosen by survey respondents to describe their 
general reaction to the adopted textbook were boring, scary and big. I per-
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ceived these to be negative comments, as were the comments “not joyful” 
and “confusing,” but these judgments were not as negative as the one by the 
survey respondent who simply had one word to describe the textbook: dread-
ful! Commenting on his first impression of WAW, another survey respondent 
wrote, “I thought it was very fluffy, but I hadn’t even gone through it yet, just 
judging a book by its cover.” 

Some counted the pages of the readings and concluded that the articles 
were “too long” or “too hard.” One student even admitted that her first re-
sponse to WAW was the thought, “I am not going to read the articles.” Not all 
of the survey respondents’ first impressions of WAW were negative, however, 
as three respondents thought the book looked “professional” or “academic.” 
One survey respondent claimed that WAW was her “first book that actually 
looks like a college book,” adding, “And by first college book, I mean a black 
and white book with too many words and so little images.” Only one survey 
respondent admitted to being curious about the contents of WAW. 

Student Responses on the Usefulness of Assigned Readings from WAW

By the end of a semester, my students had been assigned to read as many as 
20 WAW articles. When asked on the survey to name the articles that they 
found to be useful, nearly half of the respondents (10 out of 22) named the 
first long article assigned, “Helping Students Use Textual Sources Persua-
sively” by Margaret Kantz, originally published in College English in 1990. 
This finding is not surprising to me, as my FYC syllabus allots more class 
time for the study of this article than any of the other articles in WAW. Some 
of my students admitted to reading this article three times before they could 
understand it enough to write a coherent summary. But I wondered if it was 
not just the length of the article (16 single-spaced pages) but also the reading 
level that they struggled with. 

But more than that, I suspect that Kantz’s (1990/2011) proposition that 
texts (and by extension, authority) can and should be challenged is a radical 
concept for many of my Qatari students. In subsequent class discussions, at 
least one of my engineering students every semester has invariably brought 
up Kantz’s (1990/2011) statement that “the only difference between a fact and 
a claim is how they are received by an audience” (p. 76). Many of my students 
find this claim unsettling, sometimes stating outright in the middle of class, 
for example, that “Gravity is a fact, not a claim!” At TAM-Q, I continue 
to assign Kantz’s article because I believe that engineers, in particular, can 
benefit from questioning the bias of source material as they learn to question 
positivist approaches to the challenges facing us. 
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Final Impressions of WAW: “It Made Me a Better Reader”

When asked, “In what ways did your impression of the textbook Writing 
about Writing change by the end of the course?” only three students respond-
ed negatively, stating that their views hadn’t changed, and that they found the 
textbook “still hard and the wording is difficult.” The majority of students (16 
out of 22), in contrast, shared mostly positive comments about their changed 
perceptions of the text, saying, for example: 

• [The textbook] was not as boring as I thought, and it still impresses me 
and is not like an ordinary textbook.

• At the end of the course, when I have read most of [WAW’s] articles, I 
had really important concepts that would influence my writing.

• I felt the hard words and complexity of [WAW] really made me a 
better reader. Sitting for two hours reading through a complicated text 
had to do something to my reading abilities.

• I stopped viewing this book as something difficult to comprehend. I 
began to understand that by multiple readings the concepts become 
comprehendible.

• My impression of the book changed when I saw my writing and read-
ing skills improve.

• At the beginning of the course, I didn’t think that the concepts of the 
book will stick in my mind and will change my writing. But now that I 
studied it, I believe that this book taught me about writing more than 
I learned in my 12 years of school. I also believe that I’ll use this book 
as a reference for my writing in the future.

Because many of my students seemed burdened by the reading load plus 
the level of difficulty of the assigned readings, I expected the survey respon-
dents to overwhelmingly recommend that I discontinue teaching from this 
text. Instead, the survey results showed the opposite to be true. Of the 22 
survey respondents, 15 recommended that I adopt WAW for future sections 
of the course. Only one student registered an unequivocal “no,” another two 
said they didn’t know, and four fit in the “yes, but” category, qualifying their 
response with advice for adapting the curriculum for the subsequent semester. 
Here are the suggestions of those who responded with a qualified yes:

• I think there should be an explicit introduction of the book itself and 
what it contains.

• Yes, but it should be relied on less, where some articles are somewhat 
useless to me.”

• Yes, but the content of the book could [be reduced]; you could pick 
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some articles and give them as handouts.
• Yes, it is a challenging book to get around; however, with addition to 

the research journal and in-class discussion, everything will become 
clear.

Based on these answers, it is clear to me that if I do persist in adopting 
WAW, I must introduce the purpose of the book better, reduce the readings 
assigned, and maybe even invite previous students to talk about the course 
with current students in order to allay their fears of a text that most label as 
big, boring, and scary at first glance. But I am also wary of adhering too close-
ly to the results of the satisfaction survey. More than anywhere I have ever 
taught, learning in the classroom in Qatar seems to be dependent on the rela-
tionship created between teacher and student. If students come to respect me 
and my teaching of FYC and believe that I deeply care about their learning, 
then they are likely to accept any text I adopt. But with that respect comes 
a responsibility to keep listening and learning from my students. If I expect 
my students to be open-minded and adaptable, then I too must leave my 
“comfort zone” of Americentric readings. Why, after all, should my students 
at IBCs have make most of the cultural accommodations? 

Case Study #2 Conducted by Michael Telafici
Telafici’s Considerations for Adoption of They 
Say, I Say with Readings (TSIS)

In Fall 2013 I taught my first FYC course at TAM-Q. While Rudd assigned 
WAW in addition to TSIS, I assigned the longer version of TSIS only. 
During the summer previous to that term, I obtained a copy of TSIS to be-
gin planning my syllabus. What I found (not surprisingly, and quite reason-
ably, considering the text’s intended audience) was a potentially useful book 
that contained cultural allusions well beyond what my previous four years 
of teaching experience in our English Foundation Program had taught me 
regarding what our TAM-Q students know about American culture and 
socio-economics.

I also noted that of the 44 readings in TSIS, only one reading was about 
the Middle East (“Reforming Egypt in 140 Characters?” by Dennis Baron), 
and even that one was not written by someone from the Middle East. In an 
attempt to remedy the lack of Arab-authored readings provided by TSIS, I 
consulted with Arab faculty at other Education City branch campuses to get 
ideas for sources. Sources offered included qifanabki.com (a Levantine site), 
arablit.wordpress.com website (also almost exclusively from Egypt, Iraq, the 

https://qifanabki.com/
https://arablit.org/
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Levant—i.e., the traditional literary form). I was also pointed towards jadali-
yya.com, an ostensibly pan-Arab news/commentary site, but whose Arabian 
Peninsula page front matter contained the goal “to provide an open and col-
laborative space for the production of knowledge on a region that has largely 
escaped critical engagement” ( Jadaliyya.com, n.d [emphasis added]), so even 
local open source material seemed to be sparse.

However, there can be some advantages to using an American text, such 
as compensating for the limited number of Gulf/Qatari sources in English. 
American sources can also help students avoid politically difficult topics such 
as the volatile situation in many Arab countries during the Arab Spring as 
well as heightened political tensions even between Gulf States. The difficulty 
I faced in choosing topics or sources for student essays was informed by my 
past experiences with Qatari students who were explicit in their desire to 
portray their government and culture only in a very stable and positive light. 
Adopting TSIS could allow me to avoid topics that students in previous se-
mesters were clearly uncomfortable discussing in class, often to the point of 
non-participation.

As a result, I decided to adopt TSIS with Readings. One potential diffi-
culty avoided, but another created: in this context the NCTE (2009) dictum 
mentioned previously creates a tension between, on the one hand, reading 
materials that contain “cultural assumptions or tacitly rely on knowledge of 
culturally-specific information” (i.e., Americentric topics) and, on the other 
hand, “consider[ation] of topics that are culturally sensitive to second lan-
guage learners.” The latter rules out topics that may be perceived as not re-
specting local cultural and religious norms.

However, I also felt it important to gauge students’ receptiveness to the 
text’s readings, without prejudicing them either toward or against western 
or Arab sources, and to inquire into their previous reading material/habits. 
In my section of 16 students, all but one were native Arabic speakers, all had 
attended secondary school in Qatar, eleven were Qatari nationals, and five 
were residents of Qatar but nationals of another country. All were function-
ally bilingual. An in-class questionnaire, given at the beginning of the term, 
posed questions regarding their secondary school reading texts as well as their 
favorite books and authors. Based on their survey answers, I made two allow-
ances regarding their first assignment: 

1. Students would be free to choose topics and sources for essays (either 
from TSIS or not)

2. Students would analyze their chosen source for essay one (a rhetori-
cal analysis).

http://www.jadaliyya.com/handler.cfm?pagebase=index
http://www.jadaliyya.com/handler.cfm?pagebase=index
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Of all 16 sources selected by students for essay one, only one was written 
by an Arab author. This could, of course, be due in large part to the prepon-
derance of English information on the internet, but data shows that even in 
the MENA region, most locally produced information is in English (Gra-
ham, Hogan, Straumann, & Medhat, 2014). Throughout the remainder of the 
semester, students were free to choose their own sources for the remaining 
two major essays, but we used the readings in TSIS for class exercises and 
discussions, along with some open-source materials.

Findings of Survey: Student Reactions to TSIS

Toward the end of the semester, I administered a brief anonymous survey of 
students’ perceptions of the class as a whole, containing three statements re-
garding the readings in TSIS, which the students rated on a five-point Likert 
scale (see Table 5.1).

Table 5.1: Results from survey questions on 
reading selections (n=16 students)

I find the essay topics in the book interesting

Strongly Agree 15.4%
Agree 38.5%
Neither Agree nor disagree 23.1%
Disagree 23.1%
I wish we used the readings from They Say / I Say more
Strongly Agree 7.7%
Agree 38.4%
Neither Agree nor disagree 30.8%
Disagree 23.1%
I wish the book had readings by authors from the Middle East

Strongly Agree 15.4%
Agree 38.5%
Neither agree nor disagree 38.5%
Disagree 7.7%

It is noteworthy that while just over half agreed or strongly agreed with the 
statement “I wish the book had readings by authors from the Middle East,” 
an equal percentage found the essay topics in the book interesting,” and near-
ly half “[wished] we used the readings . . . more.” Even though I surveyed a 
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small sample of students (N=14), only one was not a native Arabic speaker, so 
I was surprised by the lack of interest in Arab sources.

How much of the predominance of English/western sources (of which 
TSIS is one example) are the students even aware of? Again, not wishing to 
prejudice my students, I gave them 10 minutes in class to look through the 
readings list in the table of contents in TSIS, then look at the readings them-
selves, confer with their peers in small groups, and develop a list of “notice-
able patterns” in the readings and/or authors. During our class discussion, all 
student groups noted patterns of education/expertise in authors, which may 
suggest their interest in the rhetorical ethos of these sources. However, I was 
struck by the fact that not a single student in a classroom of local students on 
the Arabian Peninsula mentioned the fact that only one reading was about 
the Middle East.

The Use and Utility of TSIS: Notes from the “Field” 

Americentric writing can affect student interactions and general comprehen-
sion. While exposure to new vocabulary is obviously encouraged in college, 
exactly what vocabulary students are exposed to and to what degree this ex-
posure can be generally useful is a concern. During a class reading, only two 
of my students understood references to The Sopranos and American Idol con-
tained in TSIS’ introduction; such references are not only lost on our students, 
but these texts could be potentially insulting to Muslim and Gulf mores.

While I have taught students who have written about the popular U.S. 
television series Breaking Bad and violent video games, other less globalized 
facets of U.S. culture are not as well known, or even understood at all, or not 
even relevant to the majority of our students, especially the roughly 50% of 
all TAM-Q students who are native Qatari citizens. As a result, using the 
given TSIS readings for an all-class discussion involved more priming and 
vocabulary checking than would normally be required. In other words, I often 
found that when using American texts, we spent more class time attending to 
the cultural awareness and vocabulary needs of my students before we could 
begin “the meat” of teaching composition and rhetoric.

To give one example, a reading cluster in TSIS is titled “Is Higher Ed-
ucation Worth the Price?” Qatari students receive sponsorship from a Qa-
tari company that includes full tuition payment and guaranteed employment 
upon graduation, so interest rates (forbidden in Islamic banking practices 
anyway) and Pell Grants are both unknown and irrelevant to these students’ 
experiences or interests. It might not be surprising, then, that several students 
incorporated a much safer reading cluster, “Is Fast Food the New Tobacco?” 
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into essays on fast food and its effects on youth and adolescent health both 
worldwide and in Qatar. After all, Qatar has Burger King, but not Pell Grants. 

What is the argument, then, for the overall utility of TSIS at TAM-Q, 
regarding both chapter content and readings? Other items in the previously 
mentioned survey (see Table 5.1) also revealed that fewer than one in three 
students reported having ever analyzed an essay, which argues for using the 
chapters of TSIS, as their coverage of both analytical and writing skills and 
the rhetorical “moves” are maybe even more useful for second language learn-
ers than for native speakers. For example, in several student conferences, stu-
dents had difficulty determining which views were an author’s and which 
were widely held or opposing views, a technique which is covered in chapter 
five of TSIS. I cannot definitely determine whether in all these instances an 
EAL issue caused the problem, but in one case, a student’s misunderstand-
ing was found to be based on an idiomatic difference between Arabic and 
English phrases that the student and I discussed in detail. In this case, since 
TSIS deals with explicit templates and signal phrases, the book could be at 
least as useful to EAL students as to native speakers, if not more so.

On the other hand, an over-reliance on templates/formulae is often cited 
as a bête noir of our English faculty in both formal and informal meetings. 
Students who have learned to introduce successive body paragraphs with a 
simple “firstly, secondly, thirdly” formula in our English Foundation program 
have been noted to struggle in developing more particular and relevant tran-
sitions between paragraphs. Adherence to templates and formulae do not 
necessarily prepare students to develop arguments or analyze sources. Criti-
cism of using TSIS to teach FYC in American contexts has been published in 
CEA Forum by Amy Lynch-Biniek (2009) as she points out that adherence to 
templates can encourage students to bypass critical thinking, but the scholar-
ship on using TSIS to teach FYC at IBCs is nonexistent.

The Verdict on Using TSIS to Teach FYC at an IBC: 
Some Answers, More Research Questions

Altogether, the ambivalent survey responses to the existing readings, the lim-
ited desire for more Middle Eastern readings, and the students’ own selec-
tions of almost exclusively non-Middle Eastern favorite authors in the survey 
beg several further questions:

1. Do our students want to resist our textbooks and assignments but de-
cide it is simply easier to accommodate? The only documented resis-
tance in the three successive sections of FYC I have taught has been 
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four student essays arguing that Arabic is under attack by the empha-
sis on English in Qatar.

2. Are they accommodating because they are in an English class in 
an American university and therefore expect texts to be written by 
western authors in English rather than by Middle Eastern authors in 
English?

3. Does using western sources and topics allow Qataris to avoid writing 
and discussing delicate local social and political issues?

Perhaps to take advantage of this “safe distance” created by writing about 
western topics, one student wrote an essay on the hijab in the western world 
(not its use in the Muslim world), and another student wrote about wom-
en’s rights without a single direct mention of Qatar. Another FYC student 
wanted to write about wasta (nepotism or favor-giving in Arabic) in Qatar, 
but did not find enough sources in English. So, his choices were to use the 
Arabic sources (which I can’t read) and possibly have them translated (web 
translation is notoriously inaccurate—I have even taught lessons using dou-
ble-translation and Google Translate with my students to prove this point to 
them), or switch topics. It is interesting to consider how many accommoda-
tions and/or adaptations like this may be happening as students choose their 
writing topics—or for that matter—how long accommodations like this have 
been happening. 

Another measure of the possible hegemony of English sources was evi-
dent in the in-class questionnaire item that asked students to “name [their] 
favorite books and/or authors” without mentioning English or Arabic specifi-
cally. While two students answered that they had neither favorite authors nor 
books, of 22 authors named, only one was Arab—the great Egyptian Nobel 
laureate Naguib Mahfouz—and of the 25 books mentioned, only two were 
by Arab authors. It should be noted that the Arab author and books were 
mentioned by the same student (who also offered eight of the favorite book 
mentions). Leading the list of favorite authors (tied at three mentions) were 
Charles Dickens and J. K. Rowling, followed by William Shakespeare (two 
mentions). Based on the survey results, our students displayed a decidedly 
Anglophone /Anglophile bent in their reading before they even encountered 
FYC and TSIS.

Navigating the Gulf of Local Language and 
Content in Our FYC Classrooms 

In order to approximate the best practices (as outlined by NCTE) of local-
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izing and contextualizing the practice of teaching FYC to English Language 
Learners in a global context, each of us individually and then together have 
considered the following reflective questions: 

• How can I adapt materials to the local context?
• How can I meet curricular requirements and respect local notions of 

ethos?
• How can I be more inclusive of local voices in the readings I assign in 

FYC?
• How can I inform myself about local voices and views, considering 

many of these can be unwritten or published in different languages?
• How can I use western readings/texts as opportunities to encourage 

mutual intercultural curiosity?
• How can I invite the students’ home cultures into the FYC classroom?
• How can I be an advocate for localizing the teaching of FYC at my 

university?
• How can I create consensus among my colleagues in moving towards 

a more inclusive and culturally sensitive FYC curriculum?
• How can I privilege the voices and views of my students in the FYC 

classroom?

By pondering these questions that have neither permanent nor finite answers, 
we aim to critically reflect on our current FYC practices and to constantly 
strive to be responsive to our local context and the needs of the students who 
populate our classrooms. 

Although a reflective practitioner is never finished with the work of local-
izing and contextualizing the teaching of writing, we have made a few “baby 
steps” in our endeavors to create culturally inclusive classrooms at TAM-Q. 
To counter the absence of Middle Eastern texts and sources and to invite 
the home cultures of our students into the FYC classroom, we have begun to 
adapt our FYC teaching practices in the following ways at TAM-Q:

• We allow students to use non-translated Arabic sources for their re-
searched papers.

• We encourage students to conduct and record oral histories and eth-
nographies of their family and friends in their mother tongues.

• We expand our notions of texts to include non-print formats such 
as photographs, interviews, videos, commercials, and advertisements, 
inviting students to bring examples of these texts to class.

• We incorporate more discussion of assigned readings and invite stu-
dents to contribute to the curriculum by suggesting class readings.
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• We address the confluence of power, language, and identity by assign-
ing and sharing digital narratives that chronicle students’ various jour-
neys, both academic and otherwise.

• We encourage students to share their projects with the larger com-
munity via websites and journal publications and to invite friends and 
family to their presentations.

• We encourage students to invite friends and family to their presenta-
tions.

As we make room for these practices and widen our definition of “texts,” 
there will necessarily be less time in our courses and room in our FYC cur-
riculum for the Americentric readings we have previously been assigning. 
Only by moving out of our comfort zones of relying solely on teaching with 
American texts will we as FYC teachers be able to more effectively localize 
our practice, better serve our students, and follow the rhetorical principles 
that we teach.
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This chapter addresses English language education and writ-
ing pedagogy in secondary schools in Bahrain and explores 
the impact of societal factors on the operational delivery of 
education programs that have been borrowed from another 
country. The authors draw on data from focus groups held with 
teachers from 10 secondary schools in order to gain a better 
understanding of how a new teaching policy is indigenized 
by people on the ground. The chapter concludes that Com-
municative Language Teaching (CLT) borrowing in Bahrain 
presently reflects merely the government’s great expectations, 
with real outcomes suffering from a time-lag. The authors ar-
gue that the students’ personal context competes with general 
economic developments in the country, resulting in discordant 
readings of the importance of the new reforms. 
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International policy borrowing is a topical issue in the Middle East, as im-
porting educational successes observed in other countries is seen as a “quick 
fix” to internal dissatisfaction, negative external evaluation, economic compe-
tition, and globalization (Phillips & Ochs 2004), all of which have affected 
the region to a varying extent in different countries (see also Uysal, this vol-
ume). The growth of policy borrowing in culturally diverse states, however, 
raises questions about its viability in the socio-cultural context surrounding 
the pedagogic culture in the target community. At the time of this writing, 

https://doi.org/10.37514/INT-B.2017.0896.2.06


134   Hayes & Mansour

we, the authors, were involved in a three-year long study, researching the tran-
sition of Bahraini students to western-style universities whose national ed-
ucation context was just being transformed as a result of changes to English 
language education, based on the success of a Communicative Language 
Teaching (CLT) program in Singapore. The issues that were raised in the 
study about the role of socio-cultural frameworks of schools in such transi-
tions prompted us to focus on the perceptions of secondary English language 
teachers. The teachers participating in this research provided insights into 
how a new policy became indigenized and adapted in the country’s education 
system. The aim of this chapter, therefore, is to present teacher perceptions 
regarding the impact of the socio-cultural context on the potential for suc-
cessful CLT implementation in schools in Bahrain (for other discussions of 
faculty perceptions on curriculum implementation in the MENA region, see 
Annous, Nicolas, & Townsend; Austin; Hodges & Kent; Miller & Pessoa; 
Theado, Johnson, Highly, & Omar, this volume). 

This chapter draws on focus group data with secondary teachers, but be-
fore turning to our focus group findings, we begin with a discussion of the 
latest English teaching and writing pedagogy initiatives in Bahrain. These 
initiatives have been introduced with dual aims of increasing students’ op-
portunities to study in foreign universities, either in the region or worldwide, 
and of creating an education system that can support the county’s transition 
to the knowledge economy. The socio-cultural context and specific intricacies 
of secondary education in Bahrain, however, present an interesting narrative 
system for the development of these reforms. We thus review relevant litera-
ture on the impact of societal factors in the “target” culture on the operational 
delivery of programs that have been borrowed. We suggest that, particularly 
in our example, an analysis of community, parental, and student influences 
on English language education and writing pedagogy is essential if we are to 
understand why international transfers of programs become indigenized in a 
particular way, which, in turn, may cause some of the concerns about the lev-
els of student preparedness for university writing in English. Next, we explain 
our research, our methods, and describe our participants. After the discussion 
of findings, we offer an analysis of how the voices of our teachers helped us 
develop a more advanced understanding of what happens to programs and 
pedagogies that are not locally situated. 

Background to English Education and 
Writing Pedagogy in Bahrain 

The history of education in Bahrain indicates that the country’s first schools 
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were developed with an emphasis on the mastery of “pre-packaged” knowl-
edge in certain subjects to respond as quickly as possible to the growing de-
mand for literate people who could acquire information quickly to teach and 
work in offices (Shirawi, 1989). M. K. H. Quaddummi (1995) explains that this 
view on education is the reason why rote learning and inculcation became 
culturally ingrained methods of teaching. The focus on “usable” knowledge 
also indicates that education has traditionally been positioned as an import-
ant chain in the country’s economic development, with very early investment 
in other sectors than just the oil industry. The role of education supporting the 
economy became particularly prominent in the early 2000s when the country 
began preparations for the transition to the knowledge economy, urging sig-
nificant reforms of the education sector. For secondary schools, as well as the 
primary and intermediate sectors, this meant undergoing changes under the 
umbrella of National Education Reform Initiatives (NERI) whose aims, inter 
alia, were to graduate students with professional qualifications to a degree 
level and emphasize practical skills and English language development ap-
plicable to the labor market (Bahrain Economic Development Board, 2008). 

The intricacies surrounding the secondary system in Bahrain and the na-
tional schools in particular, however, beg the question of the relevance of 
reforms focused on preparing future university students and citizens able to 
fill the gap in the labor market. Students who usually populate national sec-
ondary schools come from expatriate families who were brought to Bahrain 
on government employment contracts to work in military and police sectors. 
The jobs in these sectors have been occupied by members of these families 
for generations, which historically and politically have been “reserved” for 
them. Nowadays they have also come to symbolize membership and be-
longing to a particular community. What, among other things, characterizes 
these communities is a very instrumental and pragmatic approach towards 
school and education, particularly the English language, which was com-
monly claimed by the parents to be unnecessary for their children who were 
preparing to continue their jobs in the government sectors, where Arabic 
is used (Abdulmajeed, 1995). This may suggest that students will prefer the 
inculcation methods culturally developed in Bahrain, as the context in which 
their future career prospects are located is likely to shape views that education 
is valuable when it facilitates a quick completion of the secondary certificate, 
which, in turn, also facilitates the transition to the careers occupied by their 
parents. Arabic is also the primary language the students use at home and at 
school, and the fact that education in national schools is delivered in Arabic 
makes English an additional “outlier.” While this might be more relevant 
for boys than for girls, female students may also be attracted to traditional 
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pedagogies, as they offer opportunities for higher grades and status (Hayes, 
Mansour, & Fisher, 2015). Such national attitudes are thus likely to cause 
some tensions between the new purposes of education linked to the econom-
ic vision for Bahrain and the more traditional, “domestic” views. If the new 
pedagogies are not relevant for the students, what does this then mean for 
the teachers? What decisions will teachers make and how will they position 
themselves to tailor their ways through the new reforms? 

While researching the transition issues in the broader study, we uncovered 
important themes about expectations and reality in conversations with our 
teachers. We report below how CLT, being an approach emphasizing classroom 
interaction and paying little attention to grammatical accuracy (Richards & 
Rodgers, 1986), is viewed to be affected by the pre-existing arrangements in the 
national education system in Bahrain. Following CLT, students are expected to 
interact with others in the classroom, either in group or pair work, but also in 
writing. This interaction involves completing tasks that are mediated through 
language and involves negotiation of information and information sharing. For 
example, asking for directions and asking supporting questions to make sure in-
dividuals take the correct route involve exchanges of information regarding the 
local area. Broadly speaking, assessment is therefore based on evaluating levels 
of communication and students’ competence in achieving the objectives within 
the constraints of their language proficiency (Richards, 2006). The teachers in 
our study noted that this differs from nationally set assessment arrangements in 
Bahrain that require high levels of mastery of knowledge and error-free compe-
tence. We explore this “mismatch” below. 

The government in Bahrain introduced CLT at all levels of education in 
2005 to shift English language pedagogy in the country from discrete language 
items to developing students’ communication skills in English, self-expression, 
and thinking (Al-Baharna, 2005). Supporting this shift was a new genre-based 
writing pedagogy introduced in 2002 (Bax, 2006), grounded in the idea “that a 
more systematic approach to teaching of these skills could benefit from a more 
systematic approach to the kinds of texts included in the syllabus” (Bax, 2006, p. 
321) The genre-based approach contained many CLT elements, as it focused on 
developing skills for communication. It was believed that the focus on genres 
provided a systematic approach to English teaching whereby teachers could 
focus on one area of writing at a time (e.g., writing a story or a letter of com-
plaint), which would enable them to better support the students in advancing 
their skills as they could focus on one text at a time (Bax, 2006). 

The findings that we report below give insights into the implementation 
of CLT that were perhaps unexpected by the policy makers, particularly in 
relation to the assumption that teachers were going to simply adopt the new 
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pedagogies, or at least actively seek ways of their adaptation that would remain 
faithful to CLT. These insights are theorized below in the context of literature 
that places negotiations of school processes in the center of interactions be-
tween individuals and their socio-cultural contexts. 

Theoretical Background 

While being initially focused on the intercultural transition of students in 
Bahrain—that is, how students were negotiating their journeys from one cul-
turally specific education setting to another—we focused our literature search 
on factors that affect this transition. Some studies discuss the impact of na-
tional culture on students’ levels of adaptation to the new teaching and learn-
ing environment (e.g., Druzhilov, 2011; Jin, 2011; Serpell, 2007) and how stu-
dents themselves experience the new learning environment, negotiating the 
influences from the past to adapt to the new teaching and social conditions 
in their host universities (e.g., Marginson 2014; Sovic, 2009). Other literature 
reminds us of the role of school in shaping particular student identities that 
may or may not have the required attributes to then progress to higher educa-
tion (e.g., Mavor 2001). However, we were surprised to find that the effects of 
student aspirations on teachers’ work and how the teachers subsequently po-
sition themselves to strike a balance between student and government goals 
is not discussed as a factor in transitions. This gap prompted us to theorize 
the findings we present below in the context of literature pointing to teacher 
decision-making, which we argue in the conclusion indicates that choosing 
policy to facilitate transition to higher education cannot simply be based on 
matching the pedagogy with the skills requirements at university. There is a 
chain of important decisions that are made prior to teachers undertaking new 
skills development. 

This chain of decisions can be best explained by analytical perspectives 
that acknowledge the impact of socio-cultural factors surrounding teachers’ 
school lives (e.g., Mansour, 2013). The context of the “target” country must 
therefore be considered, as its potential effect on the indigenization process is 
likely to determine how much of the borrowed model will retain its original 
elements (Phillips & Ochs, 2004). We noted in the research that the intri-
cacies of the secondary context in Bahrain that we described above acted as 
powerful discourses affecting decisions of teachers regarding CLT, resulting 
in subjective interpretations of the best ways of tackling the conflict between 
the students’ and the government’s objectives. Research conducted elsewhere 
has shown similar outcomes and pointed out that societal beliefs underscor-
ing the purpose of education and, subsequently, specific school structures, 
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create a dynamic narrative for potential developments of the new policy (e.g., 
Das, Shaheen, Shrestha, Rahma, & Khan, 2014; Li & Baldauf, 2011). 

Furthermore, literature suggesting that teachers are not always willing 
to negotiate the established structures in light of the changing conditions 
of their work was particularly helpful in contextualizing our outcomes (e.g., 
Comber, 2011; Street, 2009). It has shown that how teachers respond to the 
new teaching agendas is contingent upon the perceived relevance of these 
agendas for students’ needs and the values they place on education (Comber 
& Nixon, 2009) as well as whether complying with the new teaching poli-
cies may have reputational consequences for the teachers themselves (Hayes, 
2016). Janks (2014), for instance, explains that attitudes towards policy and 
willingness to adopt it are developed based on the perceived social effects 
of engaging with it, particularly in terms of supporting parental aspirations 
regarding their children’s future job prospects. Such insights helped to con-
textualize the teacher decision-making process that was revealed in this study 
with regard to what may cause delays and modifications to the intended out-
comes of policy borrowing. We argue that these modifications and outcomes 
invariably have an impact on what skills are actually developed at school level, 
challenging the idea that policy borrowing is a “quick fix” and a guarantee for 
their development.

Methods and Participants 

We report in this chapter on data from teacher focus groups. We chose 
focus groups as the approach to data collection because we were interested 
in the views of people who have shared similar experiences with CLT imple-
mentation (Stewart, Shamdasani, & Rook, 2007). 

English teachers from 10 secondary schools across five governorates in 
Bahrain took part in this study. Governorates refer to five districts into which 
Bahrain is split which have their own councils. Schools in each governorate 
were randomly selected. The total number of English teachers employed in 
these 10 schools was 85 and the total number of teachers included in all focus 
groups was 60. The teachers who were included in the study were all working 
full-time, all native speakers of Arabic, and of Bahraini, Egyptian, Jordanian, 
or Tunisian origin. Their teaching experience varied from one to more than 
12 years and the age range was between 21 and 60 years old. All teachers had 
a teaching degree. 

One focus group session was held in each school. During the focus groups, 
we inquired about the general pedagogy of teaching English, the context of 
English teaching practice in Bahraini schools and the challenges of imple-
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menting the present curriculum. The teachers were also asked to elaborate 
how they thought the context of their teaching practice influenced students’ 
transition to university. All focus group questions can be found in the Ap-
pendix. 

All focus groups were audio-recorded and transcribed in full. The focus 
group questions were written in English and Arabic but the discussions were 
conducted in English. On average, the sessions lasted between 40-60 min-
utes. To code the data, schools were randomly assigned a letter from A-J, and 
teachers were given numbers. So, for example, a response coded Teacher1B 
was from the teacher who spoke first in school B. All data were sent back to 
participants for validation, and no comments with corrections were returned.

Data were analyzed using the Constant Comparative Method (Glaser, 
1965) to identify whether any differences or similarities existed in the English 
teaching practices across the participating schools and in teacher perceptions 
on their role in transition. This involved breaking data into units and cod-
ing them to develop categories. These categories were constantly evaluated 
as they were compared among different focus groups (Glaser, 1965). Con-
stant comparisons were also used because, in interpretive research, comparing 
among different participant groups develops greater confidence in the find-
ings through using multiple sources of evidence (Andrade, 2009). Segments 
of transcribed texts were coded with key concepts that summarized their con-
tent, and these concepts were then grouped together based on similarities. 
For example, text segments coded “easy to get marks on assessment projects,” 
“memorizing model answers,” “copy and paste,” “not transferable to univer-
sity,” were grouped under the larger category of “assessment.” Analysis was 
undertaken by each researcher individually and then compared to develop a 
set of overlapping themes. Below, we present only findings relevant to teach-
er perceptions regarding the effects of the school context on CLT. They are 
grouped under two themes: a) Great Expectations and b) Policy Rejection? 

Findings 
Great Expectations 

Teachers drew comparisons between what was expected when the new cur-
riculum (CLT) was implemented and what was really happening in their 
classrooms. As explained earlier in this chapter, the rationale for the new 
curriculum was to shift the focus of language teaching from “coverage” of 
the material to CLT, but according to the majority of teachers, this did not 
happen because:
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The curriculum is too long, we never have the time to teach 
them, we only perform lessons, that’s all. We never teach. 
There are a lot of things in the book [all agree]. And if you’re 
not going to deliver the whole thing, the students will also 
lose it [referring to what might be tested in the exam] and 
they won’t trust the book any more. (Teacher 1E)

This type of comment, which was representative of many teachers, elucidates 
how the teachers were making sense of the new English teaching reform in 
light of traditional understandings of learning. 

But it was also indicated that the expectations of the current curriculum 
could not be met because the decision about CLT was not adequate to the 
context in which it was being implemented, as this teacher noted: 

In my opinion, it’s not bad [the curriculum]: the problem is 
not with the book though because even if you bring a sim-
ple book you can still make use of it. It’s the system, peo-
ple around you, administration, Ministry of Education, the 
department of curriculum, the administration in the school, 
you know, the whole thing. And the students’ level, some of 
them you can’t teach what they want you to teach. (Teacher 
5G)

The comment from Teacher 5B highlights the incoherence of the decision 
to implement CLT, further suggesting that the new vision for English lan-
guage education for Bahrain has not been accompanied by similar changes 
in domestic values and social developments. This was reflected in many con-
versations with our teachers who referred to aspects of teaching and learning 
as well as the socio-cultural intricacies surrounding secondary education in 
Bahrain. 

First, a lot of teachers displayed contradictory views on language devel-
opment to those promoted by CLT, as explicit focus on grammar was seen by 
the teachers as essential. For example, Teacher 1D said: “The directive is not 
to teach grammar. Grammar must come through texts. But it doesn’t work 
[teachers all agree]. They must know the rules. They don’t know the tens-
es.” Second, the teachers also seemed to feel that students would not learn 
effectively when involved in communicative tasks when there is no teacher 
control. As one teacher explained:

This approach [CLT] gives them new opportunities, shows 
them that there are other ways of teaching than those by 
means of which they have been taught so far. [But] if they 
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see the teacher who is serious and authoritarian, they will 
follow. (Teacher 2H)

The need for the teachers being in control of the classroom was perceived 
as resulting from students’ understandings of learning but also teachers’ own 
experiences, which indicated that:

With the communicative approach, they make a big noise 
and they don’t learn. Or some of the students work, the 
others copy from them and then that’s it. They need some-
thing that would allow the teacher to control the class more. 
(Teacher 5D)

Whether these comments were grounded in teachers’ own beliefs about 
learning that might have been shaped by their own socio-cultural context 
could not be concluded from the research. What was, however, evident is that 
teachers’ choices to follow the traditional methods were informed by the in-
terplay of students’ career aspirations, communal attitudes that shape them, as 
well as national understandings of competence and the value of good grades. 
Details of this finding are provided in the second part of this results section. 

Here, however, the teachers cited below explain the impact of familial 
connections and political settlements, which highlights the point made earli-
er regarding the incoherence of the government’s decision to invest in educa-
tion preparing for the transition to knowledge-based jobs. Teachers explained 
that students do not have aspirations to work in these jobs, suggesting that 
the new reforms have not been accompanied by relevant societal changes. For 
example:

Here in the region, we have one big problem, students are 
not motivated because they go for the military jobs. They are 
not motivated to become a doctor or an engineer, and so on. 
Their motivation for learning is low because of this. The gov-
ernment makes it very easy for the students here in the Gulf 
to take military jobs, in military institutions, so why should 
they bother? (Teacher 3A)

A teacher in another school continued, noting that: 

The highest motivation for most of the students is to go and 
work as a soldier. They want to get their certificates and then 
go and serve in the army. They don’t care . . . So they just sit 
in class, do nothing, they get their marks and in the end they 
get their certificates. (Teacher 2I)
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The very pragmatic attitude towards education underscored by the objective 
of “getting their certificates” seems to then translate into very instrumental 
strategies, enabling students to meet course requirements with minimum ef-
fort. The teachers commented that as a result of this attitude, students “copy 
and paste from the Internet or they submit it in a foreign language” (Teacher 
3B).1 Also, “they pay a stationary [a little corner shop] to do it for them” 
(Teacher 1B). 

There was a general sense among the teachers that such strategies were 
enabled because “for examining the writing topics, the questions are always 
from the book” (Teacher 8C). This also suggests a deeper paradigmatic is-
sue, reflecting that necessary structural changes have not yet taken place to 
support the implementation of the borrowed policy. The teacher quoted be-
low explains that the old system of preparing assessments by the Ministry 
of Education advisors who tend to rely on the content of the book results in 
facilitating the traditional forms of learning based on inculcation. This reli-
ance contradicts the objectives of the new policy, suggesting that if CLT is to 
become successfully implemented: 

We don’t want the examinations to concentrate only on the 
book. We want to encourage the students to read outside the 
book. The exam people, they don’t go outside the book. For 
examining the writing topics, the questions are always from 
the book, we don’t want this, we [should] teach the skill, how 
to describe, we don’t want the exam paper to focus only on 
this. (Teacher 8C)

The comments in this section indicate that the new CLT policy has main-
ly been developed at the surface level and at present only reflects the gov-
ernment’s great expectations. They also point to a complex interplay among 
factors related to teacher beliefs, student aspirations and structural changes 
in need of revisiting, all of which are predicted by the teachers to be a barrier 
to their fulfillment. The section below presents the results of this interplay, 
suggesting that teacher ambivalence and positioning in the borrowed system 
may be linked to socio-cultural and survival reasons that have subsequently 
led to an informal rejection of CLT. 

Policy Rejection 

One of the most significant themes that emerged in the research, pointing to 
an informal rejection of policy, was that the teachers did not actively seek ways 
of implementing CLT within the constraints of the “target” culture. Rather, 
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they reported subjugation to student and parental pressures. Because there 
have been no structural changes to the ways exams are designed and adminis-
tered, and because “the students only study for the final exam [and] they don’t 
want extra information” (Teacher 1A), the teachers explained that they contin-
ue to facilitate exam preparation through traditional ways of memorization. 

They take the model writing from the teachers. They just 
need the model for the exam. Yes, we provide them with 
the model writing . . .They hate you when you try to help 
them and explain what should be done first and then next, 
they don’t like that, just direct monotonous way of teaching. 
That’s it. (Teacher 3B)

It was also concluded that some teachers may have not actively sought 
to implement the new strategies because a number of participants indicat-
ed their support for teaching methods that can facilitate traditionally un-
derstood forms of competence, built through accuracy and certified by high 
marks. For example: 

All Arabs think in this way, you see. All of them want to 
get high marks and they stick to the written topics they will 
be examined in, so they study them carefully, by heart, to 
get high marks. But from my point of view, that’s their right. 
(Teacher 2J)

The students’ needs and teachers’ own beliefs thus seemed to have informed 
decision-making that might have led to an informal rejection of CLT. The 
teachers in this study explained that they did not seek ways of trying to im-
plement the new teaching pedagogy because they experienced a lot of resis-
tance from the students and their parents. In refusing to implement the new 
pedagogy, they avoided negative evaluations of their own professionalism:

They have model answers and they learn by heart. But, to be 
frank, it’s not only the teacher, it’s not the teacher’s choice 
to do that. In the past, the ministry used to give us the topic 
that will be on the exam and we used to give them a piece 
of writing and they learnt it by heart. And the teacher who 
doesn’t do this will be blamed by the students and the par-
ents. (Teacher 1E)

Another teacher added:

. . . if you want to come up with ideas that are more cre-
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ative and when the students can express themselves clearly, 
the newspapers will write that this is irrelevant and prevents 
the students’ progress. So there are a lot of complaints about 
teachers. (Teacher 4F)

Negative evaluations seemed to be a big concern for teachers. Often, a sense 
of defense of their professionalism could be noted in conversations through 
comments which highlighted that teachers were prepared to teach CLT 
through their training but chose not to because they were deterred by the 
context: 

We’ve been through our training and we know about differ-
ent methods, but when you try to apply them here, it does 
not match, some students cannot work with those methods. 
(Teacher 2D)

The decision-making process presented above was one of the most sig-
nificant themes that emerged in the broader research to which the findings 
in this chapter are linked. We felt that it was important to present them here 
because they point to the limitations of our original approach to investigating 
transitions. Even though the findings presented here do not tell us much 
about the actual transition of students, they point to teacher decision-making, 
and the socio-cultural influences on which these decisions rest, as an import-
ant undercurrent in policy borrowing, a process that is often initiated to facil-
itate transitions. We expand on this point in the concluding remarks below. 

Concluding Remarks

We presented in this chapter teacher perceptions regarding the impact of 
the context of schools in Bahrain on the potential for CLT implementa-
tion. We also showed that the socio-cultural context and specific intricacies 
of secondary education in Bahrain present a dynamic narrative system that 
was seen by the teachers to affect this potential. We found teacher choices 
and the undercurrents of their decision-making particularly interesting as the 
conversations revealed how the teachers position themselves in a borrowed 
education system, to strike a balance between student and government goals. 
Exploring teacher perceptions also gave us a more advanced understanding 
of what happens to programs and pedagogies that are not locally situated, 
suggesting answers to global questions of why policy transfers may not lead to 
the outcomes for which they are intended (see also Uysal, this volume). In our 
case, teacher sense-making had an impact on the outcomes of policy that was 
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implemented in Bahrain to facilitate transition to higher education, suggest-
ing that decisions to borrow a program cannot be simply based on matching 
the pedagogy with the skills requirements at university and assuming that 
this will provide a “quick fix” to the existing problems, when, simultaneously, 
the new teaching policy may be rejected by teachers in schools. Further de-
velopments of the research suggest that the perceptions of the type of skills 
needed at university were also inadequate (Hayes, Mansour, & Fisher, 2015). 

It seems that the socio-cultural intricacies of the secondary context in 
Bahrain acted as a powerful discourse affecting decisions of teachers regard-
ing CLT. This then resulted in individual interpretations of the best ways of 
acting and taking decisions to continue to teach in traditional ways. Such 
teacher behavior also points to deeper issues related to the political inco-
herence of borrowing policy to improve life chances of young people in the 
country in a socio-political context where these life chances are not some-
thing that students aspire to. The conversations with teachers revealed that 
this incoherence is created by a lack of aspiration to do knowledge-based jobs, 
not implementing relevant structural changes in the national assessment sys-
tem, and negative teacher evaluations by parents or in the national press that 
point to very traditional understandings of education still held in Bahrain. 

While these conclusions concur with the literature regarding teacher 
choices (e.g., Comber & Nixon, 2009; Das et al., 2014; Janks, 2014; Li & Bal-
dauf, 2011), as well as broader skepticism towards developments such as CLT 
in the Arabian Gulf (Aydarova 2013; Bahgat 1999), they also point to the neg-
ative role that policy borrowing may play in national developments aiming 
to support students’ transition to higher education. It seems that such poli-
cy borrowing resulted in decisions by teachers not to implement new CLT 
approaches or undertake new skills development initiatives, which in turn 
affected the operational success of the curriculum changes proposed under 
NERI. This study revealed a complex chain of decisions involving students, 
parents, and teachers as well as those responsible for national assessments, all 
of whom are likely to have an impact on the government’s strategy to improve 
students’ transition to higher education. 

The findings reported here suggest that hopes underlying CLT borrowing 
in Bahrain at present merely represent the government’s great expectations. 
The great outcomes, on the other hand, that the change in pedagogy, par-
ticularly in terms of writing, is expected to bring about may suffer from a 
time-lag, before domestic and social developments catch up with the speed 
of education reform in Bahrain. We argue that what causes these delays is 
related to the fact that students, parents, and teachers who are subject to 
the new education reforms cannot fully appreciate their objectives, as they 
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still internalize approaches to learning and teaching through nationally held 
beliefs about education. These beliefs, particularly for students, seem to be 
reinforced by the political and employment settlements that were created by 
the nation-state a long time ago but that are still held in high regard by the 
locals, despite the overall global progress that the country has made (Bahrain 
Education Board, 2008). For teachers, the socio-cultural context seems to be 
informing their pedagogical decisions. We conclude that the students’ per-
sonal and educational context competes with general economic developments 
in the country, resulting in discordant readings of the importance of the new 
reforms. We also believe that the juxtaposition of global economic develop-
ments with traditional career opportunities and practices towards achieving 
education competence is relevant to many MENA countries. We therefore 
hope that much could be made of our research in future work. 

Note
1. The teachers explained in the focus groups that students pay little attention to 

the projects they submit and when they copy from the Internet, they do not 
notice that the material is not in English
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Appendix: English Language Teachers—
Focus Group Questions 

1. Can you tell me how you teach English?
2. Can you tell me about what influences the way you teach English?
3. Do you face any problems with teaching English? How would you solve 

these problems?
4. How do you feel about the reforms concerning the English curriculum 

and the changes in methods of teaching? How do you implement the 
curricular requirements and the new methods of teaching? 

5. You are a qualified English teacher. How does your training apply to your 
current teaching situation?

6. Would you like to elaborate on the problems your students face with 
learning English? What in your opinion should be done to solve the 
problems students face? 

7. How about students’ transition to university? What do you know about 
the requirements/ language demand at university? 

8. What in your opinion should be done to respond to the linguistic require-
ments at university? Are they considered in the design of the curriculum? 
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In this chapter, the authors describe the benefits accruing to 
cross-institutional collaborations between U.S. and Kurdish 
university faculty engaged in curricular reform at a Kurdish 
institute of higher education (IHE) in Iraq. Discussion centers 
on resonant examples from the partnership’s online forums 
where resistance not only played a positive role in negotiating 
pedagogical change but also resulted in richer understandings 
of how western pedagogies are perceived in a Kurdish cultural 
context. In examining contradictory points of discourse in our 
online disciplinary community, this chapter both complicates 
the idea of resistance in transnational partnerships and calls 
into question the presumed portability of western pedagogies 
for non-western university faculty and their students.
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Paradoxically, local knowledge can motivate conversations between dif-
ferent localities, answering questions that transcend one’s own borders. 
It is when we acknowledge the localness of our own knowledge that we 
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have the proper humility to engage productively with other knowledge 
traditions. The assumption that one’s knowledge is of sole universal 
relevance does not encourage conversation. It is possible to develop a 
pluralistic mode of thinking through which we celebrate different cul-
tures and identities, and yet engage in projects common to our shared 
humanity.

—Suresh Canagarajah (2002b), Reconstructing Local Knowledge

The Power of Example

In his June 3, 2014, editorial, “Iraq’s Best Hope,” American journalist Thomas 
L. Friedman dubbed Kurdistan the “unsung success story of the Iraq war,” 
citing the American University of Iraq—Sulaimani (AUIS) as an example 
of the progress being made in an otherwise militarily and politically troubled 
Iraq (para. 3). “It was the Kurds,” Friedman observes, “who used the win-
dow of freedom we opened for them to overcome internal divisions, start to 
reform their once Sopranos-like politics and create a vibrant economy that 
is now throwing up skyscrapers and colleges in major towns of Erbil and 
Sulaimani” (para. 4). More, he suggests, it is through the continued success 
of universities like AUIS to bring an “American-style” college experience to 
its students that Iraq will find its “best hope” for the future. “The power of 
example,” Friedman remarks, “is a funny thing. You never know how it can 
spread” (para. 11). Americans should still hope, he advises, “that our values will 
triumph where our power failed” (para. 5).

Friedman’s advocacy for more American universities in Iraq as a means 
of spreading western knowledges and “teaching the values of inclusiveness” 
(para. 5), which he views as absent from former Iraqi Prime Minister al-Mali-
ki’s political agenda, is certainly a standpoint resonant with those who believe 
that the US must develop cross-national understandings with Iraq through 
humanitarian, rather than military, action. What Friedman’s U.S.-centric 
standpoint potentially undercuts, however, is precisely that which Suresh 
Canagarajah’s (2002b) epigraph calls our attention to: It is only when west-
erners fully recognize the localness of their own knowledge traditions that 
they can hope to engage colleagues working in other regions of the world in 
meaningful dialogues about “projects common to our shared humanity” (p. 
257), like the ongoing development of higher education in Iraqi Kurdistan. 

In this chapter, we describe the benefits accruing to cross-institutional 
collaborations between U.S. and Kurdish university faculty while challenging 
the U.S.-centric perspective Friedman advocates about the presumed por-
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tability of western knowledges and pedagogies into Kurdish institutions of 
higher education. We take for our starting point two guiding premises: The 
first is that all knowledge is inherently “local” (Canagarajah, 2002b); that is, 
community-specific, value-laden, discursively constructed and, thus, neces-
sarily collaborative in nature (see Canagarajah, 2002a, pp. 54-55). The second 
is that transnational partnerships established between U.S. and Middle East-
North Africa (MENA)-region university faculty for the purposes of facili-
tating educational reform are best served by adopting practices that “envision 
not just changing the content of knowledge, but the terms of knowledge con-
struction” (Canagarajah, 2002b, p. 251, emphasis in original). Taken together, 
these premises suggest that, while transnational partners can never merely 
shed their localness or the biases that attend any one person’s situated ways 
of knowing, we can nevertheless work toward the more “pluralistic mode of 
thinking” that Canagarajah envisions as both the cornerstone and the conse-
quence of collaborative cross-cultural exchange (for discussion of other trans-
national partnerships, see Arnold, DeGenaro, Iskandarani, Willard-Traub, & 
Sinno; Austin; and Miller & Pessoa, this volume). 

Our goals for this chapter are admittedly modest. For, despite recent ad-
vances in global communication networks that now enable interaction across 
geographic, cultural, and institutional boundaries in ways that weren’t possible 
before the Internet, university partnerships to increase transnational aware-
ness and cross-cultural exchange between the US and Iraq have been left 
largely unexplored. As a result, little scholarship on the current state of the 
Iraqi higher educational system exists (Lawrence, 2008; Mazawi & Sultana, 
2010; Ninnes & Hellsten, 2005; Suárez-Orozco, 2007), and research focused 
extensively on institutions of higher education in Iraqi Kurdistan is virtually 
non-existent. In pursuing the partnership activities described in this chapter 
and, later, in choosing to write collaboratively about them, we recognize our 
interpretations and articulations of these experiences as necessarily partial 
and bounded—which is to say, imperfect—keenly aware of the work that lies 
ahead. 

Still, Friedman may well be right to suggest that the power of example is 
a “funny thing” in its ability to “spread.” With those words in mind, we offer 
these examples of our shared experiences negotiating curricular reform at one 
university in Erbil, Kurdistan, in hopes of provoking larger-scale and lon-
ger-term collaborations with international colleagues throughout the MENA 
region. Our chapter begins with a discussion of the context within which our 
university partnership originated, and then moves to three vignettes that il-
lustrate our contention that the notion of resistance in transnational collabo-
rations needs to be rewritten to include recursive periods of silence, contact, 
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and negotiation that are both contradictory and healthy; that is, a positive 
force necessary for educational reform. We follow these vignettes with a dis-
cussion of what we have learned from our experiences together and what new 
understandings might be possible in the future. 

The University Linkages Partnership

In 2010, the University of Cincinnati (UC) received a multi-year sub-con-
tract award for a U.S.-Iraq University Linkages Partnership (ULP) granted 
through the U.S. Embassy-Iraq/U.S. State Department. The ULP project it-
self was unique in that it represented our two nations’ commitment to sus-
tained cross-cultural and cross-institutional exchanges on critical subjects, 
like literacy learning and English education pedagogies. Four U.S. univer-
sities partnered with four Iraqi universities and completed the first iteration 
of the project: Ball State University and Tikrit University; Oklahoma State 
University and Basrah University; the University of Kentucky and Kufa Uni-
versity; and the University of Cincinnati and Salahaddin University-Hawler 
(SUH), located in the northern Iraqi region of Kurdistan. 

Founded in 1968, SUH is the oldest and largest university in Iraqi Kurd-
istan, housing 12 colleges that align similarly with university structures in the 
US. SUH’s colleges include engineering, education, art, agriculture, fine arts, 
and Islamic Studies, and enroll roughly 26,000 undergraduates and over 900 
graduate students. Degree plans, however, are quite different from the typical 
semester system employed in the US. For example, SUH undergraduate stu-
dents follow a four-year curriculum set by the Ministry of Higher Education 
and many required courses are offered on a yearly basis. Students are assigned 
to colleges based on their performance on national tests, a policy that con-
tributes to what SUH faculty perceive as their students’ lack of engagement 
with their respective degrees. After university life, most students are assigned 
lifelong jobs that can likewise result in a mismatch between the graduates’ 
interests and their allotted occupations. These differences, among others, were 
part of the landscape our faculty partnership navigated over the course of the 
project.

Each partnership was expected to address a set of goals that had been ne-
gotiated by the ULP leadership at their initial June 2010 meeting in Baghdad, 
a site selected by the funding agency for its presumably “neutral” location. 
Ironically, Baghdad was not a neutral location for either American or Kurdish 
citizens in the summer of 2010, a full six months prior to the final draw-down 
of U.S. troops in Iraq. Given just three days to build rapport and plan initia-
tives around the grant’s expected goals, ULP leadership faculty from both 
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Iraq and the US began an enterprise that would last three years. 
Holly,1 a UC faculty member in the Literacy and Second Language Stud-

ies (LSLS) program who authored the grant proposal, traveled to Baghdad 
to dialogue with three SUH department heads from the Colleges of Basic 
Education, English, and (Business) Administration and six SUH faculty rep-
resentatives about activities designed to meet the broader ULP objectives, in-
cluding curriculum development and the inclusion of more student-centered 
teaching practices in Iraqi institutions of higher education. After the Bagh-
dad meeting, Holly flew to Erbil to discuss the proposed partnership activi-
ties with faculty in the SUH English Language and Literature departments 
who would be directly involved in the grant. It was at this Erbil meeting that 
Saman, a professor of English literature who later became Chair of the SUH 
English department, joined the project as the fourth SUH department head 
representing the College of Languages. Upon her return to Cincinnati, Holly 
invited Connie—a faculty colleague in LSLS—and Tom—a new LSLS doc-
toral student—to join the UC team as facilitators for the English-education 
piece of the partnership. 

In August 2010, our UC-SUH partnership began working on the goals 
negotiated in Baghdad. Among other general aims, like the development 
of a career center in Erbil and curricular reform in SUH’s departments of 
finance and economics, UC and SUH English-education faculty identified 
specific objectives for our collaboration, including the revision of SUH En-
glish literature curricula to include classroom opportunities for project- and 
problem-based learning, writing-to-learn activities, formative assessment 
practices, and e-learning teaching techniques, as well as the establishment 
of exchange opportunities between SUH and UC students and faculty. To 
address these shared goals, partnership faculty identified two main activities: 
(1) the creation of a Blackboard learning community as a means of facilitat-
ing monthly online meetings, promoting focused discussion of theoretical 
and pedagogical scholarship, and exchanging teaching resources and mate-
rials with one another; and (2) a series of workshops, held both at UC and 
SUH, to demonstrate and practice instructional approaches, co-create and 
revise course syllabi, classroom materials, and assessment instruments, and 
further promote the cross-cultural exchange of pedagogical knowledge and 
disciplinary perspectives on English Studies education. 

In addition to thirty online meetings held monthly across three consec-
utive academic years (2010-2013)—the first year of which serves as the main 
focus for this chapter—nine extended site visits lasting one to two weeks per 
trip were also completed over the course of our partnership: Seven visits to 
SUH by a total of seventeen UC faculty members and graduate students, and 
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two visits to UC by a total of twenty-three SUH faculty members, gradu-
ate students, and university administrators. These visits variously centered on 
any number of professional activities, including the redesign of six English 
literature courses (e.g., syllabi, teaching materials, and rubrics), co-teaching 
classes together in person and via digital video conferencing, providing peer 
teaching observations, practicing classroom-based technologies, and draft-
ing conference proposals, to name just a few. There was also time allotted 
for sight-seeing and side-trips, shared meals on campus, at restaurants, and 
in each other’s homes, informal hallway conversations with students and 
their teachers, pick-up soccer games, singing, story-telling, movie-going, and 
photo-taking. A jointly organized conference was held at SUH at the end of 
the project period, where partnership faculty and graduate students shared 
research via poster sessions and presentations. Several UC-SUH faculty part-
ners have continued to present together at international conferences, and to 
seek publication opportunities for the work we accomplished (see Beckett & 
Muhammad, 2014)

These accomplishments as they evolved over time notwithstanding, it is 
important to acknowledge that, from the outset, our collaboration met with a 
kind of passive resistance from SUH faculty perhaps best described as polite 
disinterest in the UC team’s initial attempts to organize the Blackboard site 
and settle on topics for our online discussions. As Saman would later disclose, 
SUH administrators had a long history of signing multiple memorandums 
of understanding (MOUs) with different international academic institutions. 
Moreover, the majority of these MOUs did not thrive and collaboration nev-
er occurred, often because the faculty members who were expected to collab-
orate had not been involved in the writing of those agreements or because of 
monetary issues connected to unwieldy centralized funding systems and bu-
reaucracy. Given this history, the idea of another partnership, this time with 
an American university, was understandably greeted with a less-than-enthu-
siastic response by SUH faculty. 

Unaware of this history, the UC team pursued the goals of the partnership 
as planned and, as a result, the Kurdish faculty gradually began to view this 
project as different from previous MOUs; that is, as not only possible but also 
worthwhile for a number of reasons. For instance, Saman explained that the 
dream of travelling abroad had long seemed out of reach for many Kurdish 
faculty, as, for decades under Baathist rule, the country had been cut off from 
the international community. Since the agreement included not only online 
discussions but also faculty exchanges, SUH faculty were intrigued by the 
chance to gain first-hand experience in an American university setting. Also 
appealing was the fact that UC faculty would travel to Erbil and work with 
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SUH faculty and students for extended periods of time, as this demonstrated 
the Americans’ commitment to reciprocal learning and growth. Additionally, 
Kurdistan’s Ministry of Higher Education had been working for several years 
to redevelop existing college-level curricula, so the idea of curricular revision 
was already a topic familiar to SUH faculty. Academic benefits aside, the po-
tential for establishing strong personal relationships with each other was also 
a key motivator for SUH and UC faculty members alike.

Points of Contradictory Discourse

During the first year of the grant, American and Kurdish faculty members 
met exclusively online in preparation for a two-week series of workshops to 
be held at UC the following summer. The U.S. instructors had not met their 
online partners, and the Kurdish partners had only met Holly, UC’s project 
leader. Brought together in an online environment unknown to the Kurdish 
faculty but familiar to the Americans, the initial balance of power weighed 
heavily on the UC side in terms of structuring online interactions using 
Blackboard technology. Less well understood by either side, however, was the 
looming presence of local knowledge (Canagarajah, 2002b) and the role those 
knowledges would play in our discussions, especially in terms of conditioning 
our responses to one another. 

The contradictory nature of our partnership became apparent in our at-
tempt to become a discourse community through this online environment 
that first year. John Swales (1990) has argued that discourse communities 
vary in degree, but that all should meet criteria that include: (1) a common 
public goal worked toward together; (2) a discursive forum accessible to all 
participants; (3) a forum that provides information and feedback while work-
ing toward the goal; (4) a developed expectation/genre/convention for how 
informational exchanges should proceed; (5) a discourse that tends to become 
increasingly specialized through shared and specialized terminology; and (6) 
a critical mass of experts in the group as novices enter. Many of these cri-
teria were met through the online discussion board structure developed by 
the American partners, but issues of accessibility, the use and meaning of 
specialized language, and the types of feedback expected became noticeable 
challenges for the new partnership, especially in light of the wide range of 
diverse expertise and local knowledges expressed by all of the participants. 

While Swales’ (1990) criteria for defining the characteristics of effective 
discourse communities provide a useful model, these standards leave little 
room for contending with acts of resistance on the part of the discourse com-
munity’s members. To help us better understand how resistance can function 
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productively within discourse communities, we turned to Roz Ivanič’s (1998) 
arguments for re-envisioning acts of resistance as “alignment with—or even 
‘accommodation to’—less privileged discourses” rather than being viewed as 
oppositional in nature (p. 93). Drawing on the work of theorists who take a 
critical stance on the social nature of any discourse community (Bizzell, 1992; 
Chase, 1988; Harris, 1989), Ivanič writes:

The point is that resistance is not resistance for its own sake. 
It is motivated by a commitment to represent the world in 
a way which accords with the writer’s values, by a refusal to 
be colonized by the privileged world views and discourses of 
privileged others, and by a desire to open up membership of 
the academic discourse community. (Ivanič, 1998, p. 93)

Further informing our interpretation of resistance as it played out across 
our online interactions is Canagarajah’s (2002a) assertion that discourse com-
munities “live always with indeterminacy, heterogeneity, and conflict” (p. 68). 
This particular mix of indeterminacy, heterogeneity, and conflict, Canagarajah 
suggests, is especially evident in discourse communities comprised of specific 
disciplinary groups, like the English-education learning community our part-
nership was working to establish: “Rather than focusing on shared common 
characteristics like language, values, knowledge, or genres of literacy for the 
constitution of the discourse community,” he explains, “we should focus on an 
open-ended and dynamically changing circle of scholars who have to respond 
constantly to the conflicts shaping their activity from within and without 
their circle” (2002a, p. 68). A critical understanding, then, for recognizing the 
positive role resistance played within our disciplinary discourse community 
has been Canagarajah’s notion of “perpetual tension”—between “established 
discourses being challenged and new discourses struggling for dominance,” 
as well as between “privileged subjects and resisting/aspiring subjects with 
competing claims of knowledge” (2002a, p. 69). Such conflicts, or what we 
observed as points of contradictory discourse happening in our online ex-
changes, are not only to be expected, but are best viewed as the “engines of 
new knowledge/discourse creation” (Canagarajah, 2002a, p. 70).

What follows are three vignettes that illustrate critical junctures in our 
online discussions during the first year of the partnership. While resistance 
presents differently and in varying degrees in each vignette—silence in the 
first scenario, skepticism and competing assumptions about student learn-
ing and institutional realities in the second, and the clashing of instructional 
paradigms and the role of teachers in the third—what appears as a kind of 
linear progression over time is as much the result of our drafting this chapter 
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together as it is the result of chronology. In truth, our recognition of and 
appreciation for the role resistance played in our partnership was much more 
episodic in nature, not unlike the progression of all learning and professional 
growth. 

Nonetheless, our understanding of transnational partnerships has changed 
on account of these online interactions, as has our collective understanding of 
resistance and the generative role it can play in them. Periodic and recursive 
instances of silence, contact, and negotiation within the process of partner-
ship development are necessary and healthy for strong cross-cultural affilia-
tions to emerge and survive, and may be especially needed in transnational 
endeavors where cultures are vastly different. By learning to accommodate 
these contradictory points of discourse within our extended online dialogues, 
our theoretical perspectives have likewise been changed, inviting us to recon-
sider the collaborative practice of transnational educational research, where 
so often the local participants are considered the “other.” And while the var-
ious acts of resistance highlighted here could be read as merely oppositional 
in nature, evidencing only difficulty in collaborating across cultural borders, 
for us, these vignettes represent instead earnest attempts on the part of the 
Kurds and the Americans alike at “opening up our understanding of what is 
happening elsewhere to adapt, resituate, [and] perhaps decenter our contexts” 
(Donahue, 2009, p. 215) toward productive ends. As our partnership devel-
oped, we could not help but notice the positive effect resistance within our 
collaborative efforts produced. Our co-authoring process, in its ability to fos-
ter reflection, encourage conversation, address (mis)perceptions, and clarify 
meaning, has also shaped our understanding of these cross-institutional and 
cross-cultural dynamics, as well. 

Vignette One: Breaking Silences, Making Common Ground

Like many new relationships, our partnership began in fits and starts through-
out the Fall of 2010. Blackboard technology created confusions for first-time 
SUH faculty users—how to log in, how to navigate the site, how to post 
and respond to discussion board threads—and these confusions were com-
pounded by bureaucratic “red tape” on the UC side—how to establish guest 
Blackboard accounts for non-UC faculty and how to enable SUH faculty full 
access to UC library systems and electronic databases, again without benefit 
of UC faculty status. Spotty Internet connectivity and the lack of an IP ad-
dress for SUH further complicated our efforts. 

Aiming to alleviate confusions and answer questions in a more person-
al, face-to-face virtual environment, the UC team invited the SUH team, 15 
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literature faculty, to attend an “Orientation to Blackboard” meeting in Sep-
tember, using Adobe Connect technology. Possibly due to the Kurds’ skep-
ticism about the viability of the ULP MOU that had been struck in June, 
or perhaps, and more simply, due to the UC faculty’s misunderstanding of 
SUH’s academic calendar (first-year and returning students have different 
start dates), the orientation attracted just two SUH faculty members. Thirty 
minutes into the meeting, we lost connectivity and thus, we were forced to 
abandon the call. 

October brought renewed hope, as most of the technological and bureau-
cratic issues had been resolved by that time and all of the SUH literature 
faculty had returned to campus. To facilitate the asynchronous discussions 
on the Blackboard site, the UC team created a schedule of monthly meetings 
across the first year, October 2010 through June 2011, and posted it to the site. 
Each meeting was scheduled to last three consecutive days, beginning on a 
Monday morning (Erbil time) and concluding on a Wednesday evening (Er-
bil time), with all participants posting as their time allowed within the three-
day window. Pre-selected readings and an accompanying audio PowerPoint 
slide show to guide online conversations were posted by the UC faculty two 
weeks prior to the start of each monthly meeting. The readings included both 
theoretically- and pedagogically-oriented pieces, authored by North Ameri-
can theorists, with topics ranging widely (e.g., reading process theory, reader 
response theory, strategies for struggling readers and writers, responding to 
and evaluating student writing, teaching with technology).

While October’s meeting only drew the participation of the same two 
SUH faculty members who had attended the Adobe Connect meeting the 
month before, the conversation was congenial and focused, with 20 total post-
ings exchanged between the two SUH faculty, and the two UC participants 
charged with leading these exchanges, Connie and Tom. November’s online 
meeting showed a slight increase in both total posts (28) and in the number 
of SUH participants (from two to three). By December, total postings had 
grown to 51, and the number of SUH faculty participants had doubled (from 
three to six). Additionally and importantly, December’s discussion threads 
were noticeably more interactive, with SUH faculty responding to each oth-
er’s posts with increasing frequency instead of mainly replying to UC faculty 
posts, as had been the case before.

Given the steady increase in participation and Blackboard postings, which 
the UC faculty regarded as burgeoning SUH faculty buy-in, our partnership’s 
prospects looked promising. Ten days after the close of December’s meeting, 
however, we received the first real push-back from an SUH faculty member—
our co-author, Saman, Chair of the English department and leader of the 
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SUH English literature team—who had not participated in the Blackboard 
conversations until that point in time. 

“Dear colleagues,” he began, “as you know, a few people from my team 
have been participating in the discussion forums. However, some members 
of the team, including myself, have not taken part in the discussion so far 
due to some reasons.” The first reason, Saman explained, was rooted in their 
perception that they were being treated differently than their SUH colleagues 
who were participating in another Blackboard learning community focused 
on English-language education. “It seems that our colleagues from the lan-
guage team,” he observed, “have sent you an email in which they have provid-
ed a list of the topics they find as priorities for the discussions, and that the 
discussions are made on such basis as we were told.” Continuing on, he wrote, 
“We, from the literature team, would also like to do the same,” following 
up this comment with a list of five “challenging issues facing our teachers,” 
including: (a) large class sizes; (b) how to play the role of a “guide” instead of 
“lecturer;” (c) teaching techniques for college literature teachers, specifically; 
(d) strategies for motivating underprepared students; and (e) ways to counter 
institutional bureaucracy that can negatively affect faculty efforts. 

The second reason Saman shared was related to the first, although more 
pointedly aimed at the readings UC faculty had pre-selected for discussion. 
“We think that the articles you posted online,” he remarked, “are more of 
arid theoretical issues than being directly related to the observations we have 
about our teaching as far as our system is concerned.” To mitigate the force 
of his complaint, Saman continued, “This of course does not mean that our 
teachers have not benefitted from them as we all agree that teaching and 
learning are universal and they involve both theory and practice.” “However,” 
he concluded, “I and other members from my team who have seen the an-
nouncements posted online, apart from the teachers who have had reflections 
on them, believe it will be more fruitful and more practical to deal with the 
issues we have suggested above.” 

This event, Saman’s explanation of his own and the majority of his col-
leagues’ silence, represented a critical juncture in our nascent partnership. For 
all of the UC team’s planning, the perception from the SUH faculty was 
that we had created exactly that which we were consciously trying to avoid: 
A UC-centered Blackboard space used mainly for “exporting” western texts 
(Donahue, 2009) and arguably aimed at changing the “content” of SUH fac-
ulty knowledge, to borrow Canagarajah’s (2002b) language, instead of work-
ing to change the “terms” of knowledge construction within our discourse 
community. In turn, many Kurdish faculty members felt silenced by the struc-
ture the UC faculty had imposed on them. The pre-selected readings, “arid” 
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theoretical texts as opposed to practical ones that spoke to the contexts of 
SUH English literature classrooms and students, evidenced a presumed lack 
of interest on the UC faculty’s part for the real-world challenges the Kurdish 
faculty faced. More, the central promise undergirding our partnership had 
been unwittingly broken; namely, that SUH faculty priorities would consti-
tute the basis of our online conversations. Saman’s tone was as gracious as it 
was firm: “We are very grateful for your cooperation,” his closing line read, 
adding that “we look forward to having a rich, fruitful, and long-lasting part-
nership.” A future-oriented comment, to be sure, but a future that would 
unfold along a different path than the one we were currently traveling. 

More than a mere act of resistance, Saman’s posting served as an invitation 
to revisit the ostensibly shared objectives for our partnership to ensure they 
more accurately represented the “common public goal worked toward togeth-
er,” which Swales (1990) suggests is characteristic of effective discourse com-
munities. Saman’s posting also pointed toward the unexamined privileging of 
western theoretical knowledges conveyed by the pre-selected readings, which 
implicitly worked to position the UC faculty as “experts” and consequently—
although unintentionally—foreclosed the relationship of SUH faculty partic-
ipants to the UC faculty. Instead of derailing efforts, Saman’s post provoked 
a collective re-examination of the ways in which local knowledges, western 
and non-western, were influencing the shape and trajectory of our emerging 
partnership—it was the critical first step, we discovered, in establishing actu-
al, viable common ground. 

Vignette Two: Building Critical Self-Consciousness, 
Negotiating Community Membership

According to Ivanič (1998), resistance can be read as reflecting an individual’s 
“desire to open up membership” of a discourse community (p. 93). Working to 
increase opportunities for meaningful contact within our online discussions, 
this “opening up” dynamic translated into periodic instances of negotiation, 
especially with regard to the partnership’s growing awareness of our local 
ways of knowing as university professors with expertise in English-education 
pedagogy and reading theory. The following vignette highlights how both 
Kurdish and American views on instructional practices and institutional con-
texts were introduced to each other through negotiating meaning around the 
reading and discussion of Louise Rosenblatt’s (1978) scholarship on transac-
tional theory. In this article, Rosenblatt posits readers and texts in a mutually 
reciprocal relationship to advance her argument that readers transact directly 
with texts, instead of authors, and thus call into question traditional theories 
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about authorial intention and the locus of textual meaning. 
While Rosenblatt’s (1978) article provided the ostensive frame for our dis-

cussion of reading process theory, what we discovered in this particular online 
discussion was the mismatch in our working conditions and the nuanced 
differences in our culturally specific uses of language, which ultimately helped 
us expand our discourse community’s membership by allowing us to address 
the “context bound, community specific, and nonsystematic” (Canagarajah, 
2002b, p. 244) knowledges that each side of the partnership brought to the 
conversation. By explicitly attending to our own meaning-making processes, 
the group became more critically self-conscious of the local cultural knowl-
edges—academic and geographic—we had previously assumed were more 
globally understood. In addition, the participants’ increasing self-conscious-
ness allowed us to more fully embrace Patricia Bizzell’s (1992) notion of the 
power discourse communities possess to “shape world views” (p. 226), includ-
ing the world views of those whose varied local knowledges reflect differing 
assumptions about pedagogy, student learning, and the role of English edu-
cation in U.S. and Kurdish college contexts. 

Rosenblatt’s (1978) transactional theory resonated with the Kurdish pro-
fessors’ background as highly trained English literary scholars. Neverthe-
less, this article was still, as one SUH participant, Mr. Karwan, remarked, 
“A challenging paper to read . . . I had difficulty understanding it.” He then 
went on to explain the meaning he was able to make of the text, while also 
pointing out the places where his understanding was less clear. Mr. Karwan’s 
response was not necessarily surprising or even overtly resistant in and of 
itself, as Rosenblatt’s discussion of efferent and aesthetic stances toward a 
text, coupled with abstract theories and concepts like semiotics and the “lin-
guistic-experiential reservoir,” is difficult for many who first encounter her 
theory. However, Karwan’s willingness to state his confusion about these new 
concepts despite his attempts to reconcile them with his own deep knowledge 
of reading theory and pedagogy initiated a shift in the SUH faculty’s online 
interactions—from mostly trading “academic” interpretations of the texts we 
were reading to demonstrate their understanding to questioning the texts’ 
meanings and, by extension, their relative value for or applicability to SUH 
English literature classrooms. Just as importantly, this shift opened up space 
for dialogue in which each participant could draw upon his/her own teaching 
experiences to reconsider the usefulness of Rosenblatt’s theory for Kurdish 
students. 

Karwan was the first SUH faculty member to post to this thread and, as 
a well-regarded teacher and scholar, the timing of his post was undoubtedly 
consequential as well. Another SUH participant, Ms. Kani, joined the dis-
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cussion by not only sharing her understanding of reading process theory and 
how it connected to Rosenblatt’s (1978) work, but also by bluntly questioning 
its practical application in Kurdish classroom contexts that rely heavily on a 
teacher-centered instructional model of lecturing. In response, the UC fac-
ulty shifted the conversation to address reading strategy use within a more 
student-centered instructional approach, and connected these strategies con-
textually to explain the expectations U.S. university teachers have for teaching 
academic reading. Ms. Kani replied that Iraqi university faculty members also 
expect students to read in particular ways, too, and these ways of reading 
were modeled by SUH faculty through lecturing and recitation. “Keep in 
mind,” she wrote, “the great challenges we face. Not only that students have 
to deal with the complexity of content and style of literary texts, they are also 
confronted with linguistic and aesthetic ambiguities in the second language 
context.” Despite these real challenges, Ms. Kani was open to exploring new 
strategies that allowed for greater student connections to the required canon-
ical texts, stating, “I hope that it will be useful. I’ll try using it in my classes.” 

Another reminder of the context-specific challenges SUH literature facul-
ty confront occurred in dialogue with Mamosta (the Kurdish word for “teach-
er”) Sherko. Aiming to better understand how SUH literature classrooms 
functioned, Connie asked about the amount of time the Kurdish professors 
typically use for teaching a given text, noting that “we normally schedule 2-3 
weeks—or 6-9 classroom hours—to complete a book, sometimes less.” Ma-
mosta Sherko was skeptical of that timetable, and explained that his students 
need 50 classroom hours to complete a short literary work like Miller’s (1976) 
Death of a Salesman owing to several time-based obstacles he faced, including 
hours of his own personal time spent translating English into Kurdish for his 
students. In the course of this exchange, Sherko also explained a decidedly 
local phenomenon the SUH faculty call “casual holidays,” where SUH classes 
are arbitrarily and unexpectedly canceled for varying lengths of time. “Casual 
holidays (a chronic disease) in Iraq creates obstacles in our syllabi,” Mamosta 
Sherko wrote. “No one knows an exact time-table of holidays,” he explained, 
“for example we hadn’t expected that the 14th and 15th of this month to be 
holidays; we are informed just six hours before.” Sherko’s mention of SUH’s 
casual holidays revealed an institutional reality and curricular planning con-
straint previously unknown to the UC partners. As a result, the group was 
able to negotiate alternate ways of structuring course syllabi, like the creation 
of a series of recursive and moveable learning modules rather than SUH’s 
more typical linear curricular model, to better account for these periodic and 
unanticipated disruptions of the academic calendar.

Although the exchange of local knowledges was becoming more robust 
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throughout this discussion thread, membership in the online discourse com-
munity itself still evidenced a dialectic resembling a “teacher-student” rela-
tionship rather than a “colleague-colleague” relationship, a tension that was 
exacerbated by the use of salutations. For example, most of the Kurdish par-
ticipants used the title of “professor” when addressing the UC participants, 
which positioned the Americans as “experts,” and they often responded to 
each other with evaluative comments like, “From all that you have written 
here, [Sherko], I would say you understood the paper’s main arguments very 
well.” These kinds of comments further positioned the Kurds as “students.” 
The use of salutations may seem a minor aspect of the partners’ interactions; 
however, it was a critical piece of locating and accommodating power within 
the online exchanges. 

While the UC faculty’s use of first names when responding to comments 
ostensibly aimed at opening up membership, they eventually recognized the 
Kurdish expectation of using more formal salutations. This accommodation 
was apparent, for example, in a posting in which Connie wrote, “Dear Kar-
wan (or do you prefer Mr. Karwan?).” Such acts of critical self-consciousness 
about the power connected to the use of first names by the UC faculty or the 
use of positioning titles by the SUH faculty became an ongoing feature of 
our online conversations. For instance, Ms. Kani, once addressed by her first 
name, adopted the more casual U.S. salutation style in her future postings, 
phrasing that was also taken up by other Kurdish faculty members as the 
partnership progressed. Connie and Tom also took up the use of “Dr.” and 
“Mr.” or “Mrs.” in their postings addressing the SUH faculty. As dialogue 
continued, we noticed that all of the participants’ postings became less formal 
and specific cultural patterns in conjunction with salutations likewise became 
more sporadic. 

The more informal use of salutations and growing partnership did not 
mean that participants did not continue to hold to other cultural and aca-
demic values. What the blending of cultural norms in respect to naming or 
identifying ourselves to one another allowed was movement away from polite 
correspondence among strangers to increased engagement about the topics 
and values that mattered to all participants, which included clashes over what 
was and was not yet possible in respect to student-centered pedagogy. 

Vignette Three: Attending to Context, 
Negotiating Pedagogical Perspectives

While collectively, our growing recognition of the contradictions and 
overlaps between local knowledges across the partnership enabled us to ne-



166   Kendall Theado, Johnson, Highley, & Omar

gotiate new understandings that would count as relevant knowledge within 
our discourse community, the Kurdish faculty’s resistance to wholesale adop-
tion of western perspectives on literary analysis produced both increasingly 
synthesized and culturally relevant pedagogies best suited to SUH students 
and faculty. This next vignette centers on a thread surrounding a discussion of 
a chapter from Robert Scholes’ (1985) book, Textual Power, where the SUH 
faculty's resistance to Scholes’ critique of New Criticism was both noticeably 
strong and ultimately productive. This thread was particularly lively, with 51 
total exchanges among eight participants. As a result of these exchanges, pre-
viously entrenched standpoints began to merge into new and discourse-com-
munity-specific understandings about what kinds of pedagogies might, or 
might not, be relevant for the study of western literary texts within the con-
text of a Kurdish college classroom. 

Scholes’ (1985) acknowledgment of the role a reader’s cultural knowledge 
plays in making textual meaning was received as incompatible with the New 
Criticism approach (Richards, 1930) embraced by the majority of the Kurdish 
professors. In short, they considered the role of the reader in meaning-mak-
ing to be largely irrelevant, asserting instead that meaning resides in the text 
and that, as a result, teaching students the skill of “close reading” in literary 
analysis should remain the primary objective of literary study. For example, 
in his response to Scholes’ theory, Dr. Ahmed wrote, “True that every reader, 
more or less, responds to a text with several natural reactions the moment 
they perceive a familiar situation or attitude. Yet, in my opinion, students 
should be sparing in their very subjective reflections at large.” Saman agreed 
with Ahmed in his post to this thread, noting that while moving away from 
strictly teaching close reading skills was “absolutely essential,” objectivity is 
critical for competent literary analysis, remarking that: “I agree with T. S. 
Eliot’s view that poetry, for instance, is impersonal. It is the text that writes 
the author, not the other way round.” Although both Dr. Ahmed and Saman 
acknowledged the reader’s presence in the act of reading, the production of 
textual meaning was understood as inevitably outside of any individual read-
er’s control. 

The discussion of instructor roles and responsibilities also resulted in 
a clash between teaching paradigms favored by the SUH and UC faculty. 
Scholes’ (1985, p. 30) suggestion that an instructor should facilitate rather than 
prescribe student interpretations of textual meaning was a particularly thorny 
assertion that met with resistance from a number of SUH faculty. All of the 
SUH faculty participants remarked that the complexity of English literature 
was a central challenge for their Kurdish students’ comprehension of textual 
meaning, particularly with regard to “deciphering” the cultural codes embed-
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ded in western canonical texts. In turn, they reasoned that teacher-centered 
instructional approaches, where the professor is positioned as the “expert” 
literary critic, were essential to student learning. For example, Saman ob-
served that “students can produce readings if the way is paved for them by 
the teacher . . ., beginning learners of English literature should not start with 
a text which has such a level of complexity that requires senior students to 
understand it.” Other Kurdish professors supported the necessity of teach-
er-centered classrooms, with Dr. Ahmed noting that “the teacher . . . can hint 
at several clues and triggering remarks that enable the students [to] uncover 
and unlock certain implied and covert thematic motifs, symbols and infer-
ences.” Ahmed’s remarks also underscore his affinity with New Criticism. 

Pushing back on the SUH faculty’s claims for teacher-centered pedago-
gies, the UC participants suggested that students could be afforded more 
responsibility for scaffolding their own learning, as opposed to relying on the 
teacher’s interpretive processes for the discovery of meaning. For example, 
in her response to complaints about minimizing teacher control over expli-
cating textual meaning, Connie wrote: “It’s not so much that U.S. teachers 
don’t focus on ‘close readings’ of texts—they still do, of course—but that they 
also often embed these close readings within larger classroom discussions of 
the historical, social, and political contexts within which a text is both ‘pro-
duced’ by a particular writer and ‘consumed’ by various groups of readers, as a 
way to emphasize any text’s potential for being interpreted in multiple—even 
competing—ways.” When Dr. Ahmed questioned the amount of class time 
allowing students to compose their own interpretations would take, Tom sug-
gested using small discussion groups to facilitate conversations and Connie 
suggested using short in-class writing assignments. Ahmed’s response was 
both polite and resistant: “I read your ideas thoroughly . . . and will try to 
apply them in my classes. What I am worried about is again, TIME. I am 
afraid I am not convinced by your 5-minute activities” (emphasis in origi-
nal). Connie’s reply was equally polite and equally resistant: “Yes, absolutely, 
time is indeed always an issue. Fair enough, too, that you’re not completely 
convinced that an in-class writing exercise might only take 5 minutes to do. 
Hmm . . . I see that I’ll have to work harder to persuade you.” She then offered 
to post examples of this kind of writing assignment to the Blackboard site so 
they might continue the conversation later.

A little later in this thread, Tom suggested that one way to encourage 
multiple interpretations and increase student control over the production of 
textual meaning might be to pair the canonical western texts SUH faculty 
were required to teach with local Kurdish texts as a means of discovering how 
cultural codes operate in all literary texts. Several SUH faculty participants 
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agreed with this idea in principle but rejected it in practice. For example, Sa-
man remarked that “one problem we face as teachers of English literature is 
the problem of culture.” However, he continued, “We are supposed to do pure 
(emphasis in original) English literature . . . at our departments of English. 
Thus, there is no room for local literature.” In a separate post to one of his 
SUH colleagues, Saman further warned, “I think too much focusing on local 
literature is dangerous . . . if it causes us to divert from the main topic which 
is about teaching our students English literature.” 

This series of exchanges between SUH and UC faculty highlights the 
kind of “perpetual tension” that Canagarajah (2002b) suggests exists in all 
disciplinary discourse communities. As this thread demonstrates, both groups 
alternately resisted the claims expressed by the other. These acts of resistance, 
however, were not merely oppositional in nature or effect; rather, they served 
productively as a means of negotiating alternate and context-specific peda-
gogies that could account for Scholes’ (1985) theory without usurping SUH 
faculty knowledge or control of their classrooms. 

With regard to guiding student interpretations of western literary texts, 
the group went on to negotiate approaches that both acknowledged the SUH 
faculty’s preference for New Critical pedagogies while incorporating in-class 
writing activities that fostered student connections with local knowledge. For 
example, Cross and Angelo’s (1988) “one minute paper,” a short writing as-
signment that invites students to respond to two text-based questions at the 
end of class, was adopted by SUH faculty as a means of encouraging students 
to “talk back to” and connect with literary texts while still using close reading 
skills to provide specific support for their interpretations and critiques. Sim-
ilarly, pre-reading writing activities, like Elbow’s (1995) “entering the text” 
strategy, which invites students to speculate about the thematic elements of 
a literary work in connection with personal experiences before reading the 
assigned text itself, appealed to the SUH faculty’s interest and formal training 
in literary aesthetics. 

The negotiation of instructor roles and responsibilities also resulted in 
alternate and more context-appropriate pedagogical approaches. While the 
SUH faculty held fast to “paving the way” for student interpretation through 
structured, teacher-led questioning strategies, they were open to integrating 
periodic small-group exercises in the form of literature circles (Peterson & 
Eeds, 2007) as a means of modeling academic reading and comprehension 
practices through peer collaboration. Even the relatively heated discussion 
about whether to use local Kurdish texts in SUH English literature class-
rooms brought about a blended approach that cautiously acknowledged the 
importance of teaching local texts while honoring the SUH’s institutional ex-
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pectations for teaching “pure” English literature. Here, SUH faculty decided 
that English literary works were only to be paired with English translations 
of local texts and used only sparingly with more advanced students whose 
grasp of basic literary analysis was already in evidence. 

Merging pedagogical preferences and practices produced new instruction-
al approaches that better suited SUH’s teaching contexts. The SUH faculty’s 
reluctance to submit wholesale to western pedagogical knowledges prompted 
a re-examination of Scholes’ theory within our online discourse community, 
deconstructing and then reconstructing (Canagarajah, 2002b, p. 252) Scholes’ 
perspectives to more fully address the Kurdish teaching and learning context. 

Rewriting Resistance in Transnational 
Partnerships: An Invitation to Praxis

We return to Ivanič’s (1998) understanding of resistance, which itself suggests 
somewhat conflicting notions of retaining one’s values and refusing to be col-
onized while evincing a desire to open up membership in a discourse commu-
nity. Throughout the first year of our partnership, we found ourselves increas-
ingly called upon to “accustom ourselves” to these kinds of contradictions 
emerging in our online discussions rather than pursue a “theory that seeks 
to abrogate them” (Bizzell, 1992, p. 235). While not all contradictions can be 
“attended to at every moment,” as Bizzell suggests, their presence ultimately 
“helps ensure the community’s viability in the face of changing demands from 
other discourse communities and changing conditions in the material world” 
(1992, p. 235). The contradictory points of discourse we encountered in our on-
line disciplinary community thus should not only be expected but welcomed 
as invitations to reexamine our purposes and goals as transnational partners. 

In essence, the partnership invited both Americans and Kurds to con-
front the “global turn” in educational research and to examine how the inter-
nationalizing of English Studies curricula and pedagogy has become—and 
continues to be—a highly contested arena of research (Canagarajah, 2013; 
Horner & Kopelson, 2014; Horner, Lu, & Matsuda, 2010). Cut off from the 
international research community for three decades under Saddam Hussein’s 
regime, SUH faculty are rightly invested in marshaling educational change, 
an investment that benefited our partnership immeasurably. However, and as 
we learned, the very question of curricular and pedagogical revision in any 
university context always becomes: In what ways, and for whose reasons? 

As the partnership unfolded into subsequent years, many SUH literature 
faculty found that, when employed over time, the strategies discussed in our 
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online forums were beneficial for student learning and for expanding their 
own pedagogical repertoire. Still, instances of resistance persisted, especially 
with a small group of SUH faculty who considered student-centered strate-
gies largely ineffective given the Kurds’ institutional and cultural constraints, 
including large class sizes, meager budgets for new materials, and concern 
about how changing instructional practices would affect student preparation 
for required annual examinations. This particular group of SUH faculty also 
voiced concern that their local strategies might not be viewed as “correct” in 
the eyes of the UC partners, despite assurances to the contrary. In preparing 
this chapter, Saman speculated that such feelings of inferiority, as Canagara-
jah (2002b, p. 247) points out, may have been due to an abiding assumption 
that “the local [SUH] finds representation only according to the purposes and 
forms permitted by the powerful [UC],” an assumption that proved particu-
larly difficult to dislodge. 

That local knowledges are too often dismissed as inferior in comparison 
with knowledges from the west is a phenomenon well understood by the 
Kurdish faculty. At issue is the way western perspectives have been ideologi-
cally equated with the “global,” as opposed to being understood as necessarily 
context-bound and thus unavoidably interested, as all local knowledges inev-
itably are. Our partnership was not immune to the effects of this persistent 
and troubling ideological bias, where “western” is regarded as interchangeable 
with “global.” On this point, Mr. Karwan’s observation is telling: 

Globalization, welcomed or unwelcomed, has posed many 
challenges to us in our communities and our classrooms. The 
traditional issues of power and control, the “voices” of teach-
ers and students, the curriculum, [and the] school structure 
itself has dramatically changed. New trends [are] not only 
changing teacher-student relationships but the entire educa-
tion system in this country.

Karwan was not alone in his concern about the effects of globalization for 
Kurdistan or the effects our partnership would have for SUH classrooms, 
and this question served as an important contextualizing feature for our col-
laborations. In fact, as Saman reported, many SUH faculty simultaneously 
admired the U.S. educational system yet also ignored the reality that, despite 
challenges in the Kurdish educational system, Kurdistan claims a strong ac-
ademic and intellectual history that already validated their own and their 
students’ potential. In Saman’s words, SUH student potential needs only to be 
“triggered to get them more involved in classroom activities.” 

For those of us who acknowledged that resistance can be written into 



Rewriting Resistance   171

the process of negotiation, the partnership allowed for “cultural synthesis,” 
a process Paulo Freire (1970/2001) asserts does not deny differences between 
opposing world views as, by its very nature, synthesis requires interaction be-
tween competing standpoints. Cultural synthesis, however, does deny the im-
position of one world view over and above any other, demanding instead that 
competing knowledges are held in a dialectic relationship with one another 
to make space for transformative action. Through our sharing of local knowl-
edges, the online community we created became this kind of “third space” 
(Gutiérrez, 1999) for critically examining our learning, a unique social and 
discursive arena that provided an avenue for praxis (Freire, 1970/2001),which 
in turn moved us beyond dialogue toward critical reflection about current 
realities and possible futures.

Current Realities, Possible Futures: 
Where our “Best Hope” Resides

In her 2009 article, “‘Internationalization’ and Composition Studies: Reori-
enting the Discourse,” Christiane Donahue cautions that the U.S. perspective 
on educational change in other regions of the world is “highly partial . . . and 
largely export-based” (p. 214). More, she argues that laying claim to “unique 
knowledge, expertise, and ownership” of educational practices not only “pre-
sent[s] the United States to the world as a homogenous nation-state with 
universal courses” but also results in “‘othering’ countries that have different, 
complex, and well-established traditions . . . as somehow lacking or behind 
the times” (2009, pp. 213-14). The challenge for U.S. researchers, Donahue 
explains, lies in resisting the “us-them” paradigm the current discourse on 
internationalizing higher education advances by “thinking about where our 
work fits into the world rather than where the world’s work fits into ours” 
(2009, p. 214).

While the SUH-UC partnership provides just one example among many 
transnational collaborations in the MENA region, we believe our partnership 
contributes meaningfully to the larger paradigmatic shift Donahue (2009) 
envisions as necessary for reorienting the discourse on internationalizing 
higher education toward more pluralistic and egalitarian ends. Rewriting re-
sistance into the process of negotiating curricular and pedagogical change 
at SUH not only served as the critical first step toward building authentic 
partnership relations but also became the enabling belief supporting our ef-
forts across the three years. The challenge Donahue issues—to think more 
completely and less proprietarily about where western knowledges might “fit” 
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into the world—engenders the “proper humility” that Canagarajah (2002b) 
reminds us is central to “answering questions that transcend one’s own bor-
ders” (p. 257). Both stances are rooted in the kind of productive resistance our 
partnership learned to recognize, accommodate, and welcome. 

It is easy to fall prey to the “us-them” binary Donahue (2009) describes. 
As one SUH faculty partner remarked over tea the morning Connie and Tom 
arrived at Salahaddin in Fall 2012, “it’s not just ocean and land that stand 
between us.” Indeed, there is plenty—the media, the war, world politics—we 
agreed, to keep us apart. These external “realities” notwithstanding, we also 
agreed there was much to support our collaboration: The relative stability of 
the Iraqi Kurdistan region that, at the time, allowed easy travel to and from 
Erbil; our shared commitment to extended visits on each other’s campuses 
to work in classrooms together; our dedication to our professional growth; 
and our burgeoning friendships with one another. Like others who work in 
transnational partnerships, these realities were the ones that mattered most.

In reflecting on our work and in writing this chapter together, we are 
persuaded by Friedman’s (2014) claim that academic success in Kurdistan 
is largely unsung. Our experiences bear witness to that perspective. But his 
claim that the values that will “triumph” in Iraq are somehow values America 
owns and so can export to other lands is deeply flawed. For, what our “discov-
ery of difference” scholarship, as Donahue (2009, p. 214) might call it, affirms 
is that the values toward which America aspires—freedom, equality, safety, 
peace—are Kurdish values as well. Concern for the effects of globalization 
and for what internationalizing higher education means in the MENA re-
gion are shared concerns, if only for the simple but often overlooked reason 
that we live in one world. We are all staked in these transformations. In these 
future possibilities as well as our current realities, we are, as we have always 
been, each other’s “best hope.” 

Note
1. We have chosen to use first names in the text, both ours as authors and our 

SUH colleagues as participants; using last names felt counter to the work we 
accomplished in the transnational partnership, in that the use of first names is 
deeply tied to the broader arguments we make about engaging productively 
across cultural borders. Kurdish forms of academic address regularly use titles, 
like Dr. or Mrs., in front of first names instead of last names (the more common 
form of academic address in the US); we see this Kurdish practice as critical for 
building trust and community in the partnership—which was also an important 
lesson for the U.S. participants about decentering our own contexts by attending 
to acts of resistance.
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Recently, many western institutions have established interna-
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Western Universities Going Global1

In today’s increasingly globalized world, a recent trend in higher educa-
tion has been the establishment of branch campuses of western universities 
worldwide. These campuses are beneficial to western universities as a means 
of gaining international recognition and additional revenue, and to the host 
country in preparing graduates to compete in today’s highly competitive 
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knowledge-based global market (Wilkins & Huisman, 2012). In particular, 
a number of Middle East nations have invited western universities to estab-
lish branch campuses. Worldwide, over 240 international branch campuses 
(IBCs) have been established, with approximately one third of these locat-
ed in the MENA region (C-BERT, 2014; Miller-Idriss & Hanauer, 2011). 
Although English often has no official status in the host country, the vast 
majority of these branch campuses use English as the medium of instruction 
(Wilson & Urbanovic, 2014; see also the other chapters in this volume). 

An important issue for these branch campuses is how to adapt to the 
institutional structures, expectations, and needs of the host country (Wilkins 
& Huisman, 2012). Scholars as well as national and international bodies have 
recommended that IBCs make adaptations that take the local context into 
account, while also delivering a quality of education that parallels the home 
institution (e.g., Smith, 2010; UNESCO/OECD, 2005). These simultaneous 
and sometimes competing demands can present challenges for faculty and 
students (Shams & Huisman, 2011). 

Academic language, particularly in writing, has been found to be especial-
ly challenging for students at English-medium universities because much of 
the focus of learning is on content knowledge rather than on the language 
through which that content is learned (Doiz, Lasagabaster, & Sierra, 2013; 
Evans & Morrison, 2011; Sonleitner & Khelifa, 2005). 

In this chapter, we investigate challenges that students and faculty encoun-
ter in integrating writing assignments across the curriculum at an internation-
al branch campus of an American university in the Middle East. We begin, 
however, with a general background on IBCs to highlight some of the issues 
and challenges of teaching at international branch campuses that have been 
found in previous research. We then describe the study from which we draw 
our data, a four-year longitudinal study of literacy at a branch campus of an 
American university in Qatar, and the specific data that we focus on in this 
chapter, interviews with faculty at this campus. Our results illustrate a number 
of faculty perceptions of student challenges, faculty challenges with integrat-
ing writing assignments into their curricula, and adaptations that faculty make 
as a result of these challenges. Lastly, we make recommendations for integrat-
ing writing assignments at international branch campuses, specifically those in 
the Middle East (see also Hodges & Kent; Rudd & Telafici, this volume, for 
related discussion of student writing and writing assignments at IBCs).

International Branch Campuses

In recent years, higher education has become increasingly international; not 
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only are more and more students studying abroad, but universities themselves 
are also expanding overseas through the establishment of IBCs. IBCs are sat-
ellite campuses established by educational institutions in a source country to 
deliver its educational programs in a host country (Naidoo, 2009). Although 
IBCs are not a new phenomenon—the University of London set up de-
gree-granting programs at colleges outside of the UK in 1858 (Lane & Kinser, 
2014)—the prevalence of IBCs has increased dramatically in the last 15 years 
due to changes in policies in many countries aimed specifically at attracting 
IBCs (Lane, 2011). Of the over 240 IBCs currently operating, the most prev-
alent source countries are the US, Australia, and the UK (Becker, 2009), and 
the Middle East is host to nearly one third of IBCs worldwide (Miller-Idriss 
& Hanauer, 2011). Despite their increasing prevalence, little research exists on 
IBCs in general (Altbach, 2007), let alone in the MENA region. 

IBCs can be beneficial to the source institution as a way to gain interna-
tional recognition and can benefit the host country by preparing graduates 
to work in increasingly knowledge-based developing economies (Wilkins & 
Huisman, 2012). In Qatar, the government is well aware that the nation’s gas 
reserves will not last forever and has invested in IBCs as part of its effort 
to develop human capital, as outlined in the 2030 National Vision (General 
Secretariat for Development Planning, 2008).

Although many IBCs enjoy favorable economic conditions, with the cost 
of building construction and many other operational costs being shouldered by 
local partner organizations or governments (Becker, 2009; McBurnie & Zigu-
ras, 2007), IBCs, often new, lack many of the human, material, and knowledge 
resources that have been built up over decades or centuries at the institution’s 
main campus, making it more difficult to implement successful curricula at 
an IBC (Armstrong, 2007). IBCs have also been criticized because they could 
divert resources away from the source institution’s main campus (Wilkins & 
Huisman, 2012) and because of concerns of academic freedom in some host 
countries (Wilhelm, 2011). In addition, some research has found instances of 
lowered quality of education at IBCs (Poon-McBrayer, 2011; Wilkinson & 
Yussof, 2005). Comparisons between main campuses and IBCs routinely ques-
tion whether IBCs perform at a high enough level, and some have questioned 
the feasibility of conducting high-quality academic programs away from an 
institution’s main campus (Dobos, 2011; O’Neill, 2012). 

At many IBCs, quality is controlled by having faculty from the source 
institution’s main campus develop curricula and syllabi, which are then de-
livered by faculty at the IBC (Dobos, 2011; Pyvis, 2011). However, this can 
be problematic, as there are often substantial differences between the con-
text of the main campus and the IBC, necessitating appropriate adaptation 
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and contextualization. Although international and national bodies, such 
as UNESCO and the New England Association for Schools and Colleges 
(NEASC), recommend that IBCs provide the same quality of education as 
at the source institution’s main campus, they do not specify that curricula be 
identical (Smith, 2010), with the NEASC’s guidelines specifying that “where 
possible and appropriate [curricula should be] adapted to the culture of the 
host country, while reflecting American educational values and practices” (as 
quoted in Smith, 2010, p. 801). 

The issue of adaptation at IBCs is hotly contested, both in the literature 
and in practice. While many agree that adaptation must occur, an important 
question is to what extent and in what ways to adapt curricula. At IBCs in the 
Gulf States, staffing and curricula are often adapted to take account of local 
religion, culture, and values, and to reflect employment demands in the host 
country (Wilkins & Huisman, 2012). If such adaptations are not made, IBCs 
could lose credibility with the local community (Shams & Huisman, 2012). 
In addition, by not adapting, IBCs may risk imposing cultural colonialism 
through indiscriminate use of home-country ideas, theories, and practices 
(Wang, 2008). At the same time, if curricula are adapted too much for the 
overseas market, students at IBCs may find the education unauthentic (Wil-
lis, 2004). After all, many students enroll in IBCs in order to receive the same 
qualification as at the main campus, as well as knowledge about international 
issues, rather than a purely localized version (Wang, 2008; Zimitat, 2008). 

Thus, in their adaptations to curricula and instruction, IBCs often need 
to find a balance between home and host contexts (Dunn & Wallace, 2004; 
Smith, 2010; Waterval, Frambach, Driessen, & Scherpbier, 2014; Willis, 2003). 
Faculty at IBCs often feel pressure to construct curricula that “serve two mas-
ters,” the source institution and the host country (Dobos, 2011, p. 32). IBCs 
need to offer curricula that are equivalent to those at the main campus while 
still taking into account local culture and values, and offer both accessibility 
to a global job market as well as a design for a local job market (Khondker, 
2004; Leask, 2008). To be successful, IBCs must integrate the specific host 
culture where the university is located in ways that benefit students’ future 
working opportunities (Hoare, 2012; Khondker, 2004; Miliszewska & Szten-
dur, 2011). By doing so, students are not only better prepared for finding a 
career after graduation, but learning is improved as students are better able to 
relate content to their own experiences and social contexts (Ziguras, 2008).

Adaptations at IBCs can take many forms. In order to help students relate 
to course content, textbooks may need to be altered to increase local rele-
vance, or faculty may need to construct examples that are relevant to the local 
context (Debowski, 2005; Dunn & Wallace, 2006; Gribble & Ziguras, 2003). 
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Some research has found that students at IBCs may have learning styles asso-
ciated with the host culture, and which may differ substantially from students 
at the university’s main campus (Eaves, 2011; Hefferman, Morrison, Basu, & 
Sweeney, 2010). For example, IBCs may have expectations of student-cen-
tered or teacher-centered instruction or processes of questioning or critical 
thinking that differ from the host culture (Zimitat, 2008). Hefferman, Morri-
son, Basu, & Sweeney (2010) found that students at an Australian university’s 
IBC in China were more global learners; based on this, they recommend 
that instructors in that context adapt their instruction by first presenting the 
“big picture” of a lesson in order to establish the context and relevance of the 
subject matter before presenting individual steps, describing applications of 
concepts and “what-if ” scenarios, allowing students to generate alternative 
solutions, and using more group work and guest speakers. To date, however, 
there has been little research conducted on adaptation of curricula and in-
struction at IBCs in the Middle East. 

Teaching Challenges at IBCs

For faculty, teaching at an IBC can present a number of challenges for which 
they receive little formal preparation (McBurnie & Ziguras, 2007). In the 
Gulf region, some of these challenges may be institutional, such as differ-
ing ideas of mixed gender classes, shared governance, and academic freedom 
(Noori & Anderson, 2013). Others may be in terms of classroom management 
(Crabtree & Sapp, 2004); for example, Sonleitner and Khelifa (2005) note 
that “western-educated” faculty teaching in the UAE may have implicit ex-
pectations that only one person should speak at one time, while their students 
may feel that it is appropriate for several people to have simultaneous conver-
sations. Faculty at IBCs may face particular challenges due to language issues, 
as few faculty have knowledge of the local language (McBurnie & Zigu-
ras, 2007), and many students may have additional challenges because they 
are completing their studies in a second language (Coleman, 2006; Hughes, 
2008). Technical and academic language, particularly in writing, can be es-
pecially challenging for students at English-medium universities (Evans & 
Morrison, 2011; Gerson, 2010, cited in Wilkins & Urbanovic, 2014).

In the Middle East, in particular, students often have challenges with En-
glish reading and writing. Some researchers have described an emphasis on 
oral communication over written communication in the Middle East (e.g., 
Meleis, 1982; Wilkins, 2001), which may result in an imbalance between stu-
dents’ oral and written skills. Due to frustration with students’ reading and 
writing performance, some faculty have reported not being able to cover as 
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much material as in their home country (Sonleitner & Khelifa, 2005). Al-
though academic reading and writing can be challenging for students in the 
Middle East, there have been very few reports of faculty experiences with, 
and responses to, these challenges (see also Hodges & Kent, this volume). 

A better understanding of the writing challenges that faculty encounter 
and the ways that they address these challenges will give us insights into a 
quickly growing segment of higher education. Much of the existing under-
standing of second language writing has come from the experiences of second 
language writers studying at universities in the major Anglophone countries, 
often in intensive English programs. Ortega (2009, p. 250) points out that 
“we should take great care to avoid the pitfall of treating teachers, writers, and 
writing contexts across studies as belonging to an undifferentiated, homoge-
neous contextual class,” and that although labels such as English as a foreign 
language are useful, such labels “should not blind us to the great diversity 
[they] hide.” As more and more universities expand into the Middle East by 
opening IBCs (and more local universities adopt English as the medium of 
instruction), it is important to better understand how writing instruction is 
implemented in these contexts.

The Study

In this study, we examine faculty perceptions about students’ challenges with 
writing at an English-medium branch campus of an American university in 
Qatar, and whether and how they adapt their teaching as a result of those 
challenges. Our data are drawn from a larger four-year longitudinal study 
of academic literacy development at the institution. In the larger study, we 
followed the class of 2013 at the institution (N=85) examining their writing 
experiences, challenges, and development throughout their four years of col-
lege, and also conducting interviews with the faculty who taught them. At 
the beginning of the study, this IBC had been in Qatar for five years and had 
a student body of 350 students. At the time, there were three majors offered: 
business administration (48% of the students), computer science (31%), and 
information systems (21%). In addition to courses in their major, students 
took required and elective courses offered in a variety of subjects such as 
history, psychology, and architecture. In their first year, all students took a 
two-course sequence in academic reading and writing to help them acclimate 
to university-level literacy demands.

The students (male 47%, female 53%) are quite linguistically and culturally 
diverse: 63% consider Arabic, and 14% consider English, one of their native 
languages, and among the students, seventeen different native languages were 
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reported. TOEFL and IELTS scores were generally high, with averages of 
97 and 6.5, respectively. Most students are from the Gulf region, the greater 
Middle East, India, Pakistan, or Bangladesh, while a smaller number of stu-
dents are from North Africa, Europe, or North America. Of the students in 
the study, 55% attended English-medium secondary schools, 20% both Arabic 
and English-medium, 10% Arabic-medium, and the remaining 15% in other 
languages. Approximately 20% of students attended a one-year transitional 
program in Qatar between high school and university.

While the larger study was multi-faceted and employed a variety of data 
collection methods (see Pessoa, Miller, & Kaufer, 2014), in this chapter we 
focus on interviews with faculty with some reference to interviews conducted 
with students to better contextualize our findings and discussion. In total, 
one of the authors conducted 60 one-hour semi-structured interviews with 
faculty members. Most interviews were individual, though some were group 
interviews with faculty teaching in the same discipline. The interviews were 
conducted in the authors’ or faculty participants’ offices. Upon obtaining con-
sent, interviews were audio and video recorded and subsequently transcribed 
verbatim for analysis. The purpose of the interviews was to obtain an under-
standing of 1) the literacy demands of the faculty’s discipline in general and 
the specific courses they taught, 2) the faculty’s perception about the students’ 
academic strengths and challenges, and 3) the faculty’s approaches to address 
students’ needs and potential adaptations to their curriculum (see the ap-
pendix for the interview protocol). Because our focus was on the content of 
the interviews rather than the linguistic or textual features of the discourse, 
the transcripts were analyzed using thematic analysis, in which transcripts 
are reviewed recursively to identify themes (Duff, 2008; Richie, Spencer, & 
O’Connor, 2003). 

In total, 75 faculty members taught the students in the larger study, of 
whom we were able to interview 65. The faculty came from a variety of dis-
ciplines, including computer science, business administration, information 
systems, history, psychology, and English. The majority of the faculty inter-
viewed are male and hold a doctoral degree from the US. Approximately half 
of the faculty come from the US and speak English as their native language, 
and the rest come from a variety of countries in the Middle East, North 
Africa, Europe, and Asia, and speak a variety of languages. In general, they 
have extensive experience teaching undergraduate students in the US and in-
ternationally, with only a few having taught mostly graduate students. More 
than half have been teaching at this IBC for more than three years with a 
few having been at the IBC from its inception in 2004. More than half of the 
faculty have experience teaching in the US, and about half of the faculty have 
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extensive experience teaching at the institution’s main campus in the US. 
In the following section, we present the findings of the study, focusing 

on faculty perceptions of student writing challenges, what the faculty do to 
address the needs of the students, and adaptations that faculty make to their 
teaching. 

Faculty Perceptions of Student Academic Challenges 

Faculty commented on a number of challenges that they perceived that stu-
dents face, including initial concerns about academic preparedness for uni-
versity-level writing as well as ongoing challenges with academic reading and 
writing in terms of a lack of background knowledge, challenges with reading, 
and difficulties with disciplinary genres. 

Many of the faculty talked about initial concerns about students’ academic 
preparedness, especially their work ethic, study skills, priorities, and level of 
maturity and independence, but also their previous experience with writing. 
One faculty said that “a lot of the students coming out of the local school 
system are missing a solid foundation and basic skill set” (Professor H, Spring 
2010). In terms of writing, this resonates with some of the students’ reports of 
limited previous experience with writing:

In high school we only wrote 100 to 250 words in English 
class. [The teachers] give you the topic. The students write 
paragraphs for each topic and memorize each paragraph 
without thinking. (Dima, Fall 2009)

As students progressed through their undergraduate studies, some of these 
concerns diminished; by the second or third year, the faculty reported that 
the students worked more independently and took more ownership of and 
responsibility over their own learning. 

Some faculty described students’ difficulties with writing as arising from 
a cultural emphasis on oral rather than written communication. Faculty de-
scribed students as having stronger oral than written skills, despite the value 
that writing has for learning:

For the students here, in some ways they are much better at 
expressing themselves orally. But writing itself is a way of 
kind of thinking through something by having to formulate 
sentences that string one after another, you actually have to 
think about what you are saying in ways that you don’t when 
you are speaking. (Professor R, Spring 2013)
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Professor R pointed out that writing is a much different skill from speaking, 
and that the act of writing can help students to learn, a perspective that is 
supported by research on writing-to-learn (see, e.g., Hirvela, 2011; Williams, 
2012). 

Many of the faculty discussed students’ challenges with reading. In many 
courses, students’ writing was based on assigned readings, and so these chal-
lenges with reading also directly affected students’ writing. According to one 
history professor, “[many] students have trouble with vocabulary in primary 
sources” and “students also have trouble understanding the historical context, 
as it is unfamiliar to them” (Professor B, Fall 2009), indicating that students’ 
difficulty reading source texts was not only linguistic but also due to a lack of 
background knowledge.

Some faculty who came from the university’s main campus commented 
that students at the IBC read more slowly and were not used to the amount 
of reading that would typically be assigned at the main campus. Professor M 
stated that “I came here and . . . I realized they just they read a lot slower than 
the students [at the main campus]” (Fall 2012). Similarly, Professor K stated, 
“I think the other thing that I’ve noticed here compared to students [at the 
main campus] is the amount of time that it takes them to be able to read and 
comprehend and formulate a long answer . . . and actually write it out, and so 
that makes it really difficult.” On the main campus, he said, students “have 50 
minutes and it’s fine” but at the IBC students “don’t even get to the last cou-
ple of questions” (Spring 2013). The need for more time not only to complete 
individual exams and assignments, but also additional class time to “catch up” 
on background knowledge were common issues discussed by the faculty.

Reading challenges and lack of background knowledge made it difficult 
for students to interpret texts sufficiently in order to write about them. This 
was particularly challenging in a course that demanded the reading of literary 
and cultural theory, which was new to many students. Thus, students’ coping 
strategy to understand and write about the texts was to rely heavily on the 
professor, as explained by Professor E:

I think these students rock. It’s simply that they don’t have 
this experience of talking to anyone . . . about what the texts 
mean. They, like, look at me . . . and they take notes like crazy 
. . . I’m the source of wisdom and knowledge. So it’s like no 
textbooks work, nothing really matters to them as much as 
what I say. So it’s how it works here. It’s like the oral culture 
of knowledge . . . [On the main campus] you just give them 
one idea [and] they do the rest themselves (Spring 2013)
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As this professor explains, many of the students in this institution are aca-
demically strong, but they have little background in interpreting theory-heavy 
texts, leading to reading struggles. Furthermore, Professor E relates students’ 
coping strategy of relying on in-class explanations to the oral nature of the 
local culture, as described earlier.

Some professors commented that students’ challenges with reading and 
writing were related to their wanting to find the right answer rather than, or 
in addition to, a lack of understanding and appreciation for complexity and 
application of ideas. In this regard, Professor S commented that: 

[The students] are too busy looking for the “right” answer. 
Part of what I have to educate them out of is that I am not 
concerned about “right” answers . . . Some [students answer] 
yes; some say no; and they both get full credit. And it starts to 
sink in. Then they can stop looking for the right answer and 
look for developing a thoughtful and theoretically rounded 
paper (Fall 2010).

The focus on finding the right answer rather than complexity and application 
of concepts may also be related to students’ focus on memorization. Describ-
ing students’ pre-college experiences, Professor J commented:

I think a lot of the curriculum that they come out of in high 
schools here is very memorization based. It’s very based 
on, you know, not applying those concepts to various situ-
ations, but much more regurgitation of the information, and 
so when you force students in any discipline to do problem 
solving . . . they really hate that. (Spring 2013)

A number of faculty commented on students’ challenges with the types of 
analysis, application, and critical thinking skills that are expected at the IBC, 
and attributed these to the focus on memorization and “regurgitation” in 
students’ pre-college education. Another professor related students’ focus on 
finding the right answer in their pre-college education to a lack of motivation 
to write in college:

And they went through this schooling where people tell 
them “this is wrong” and “that is wrong” and “[you] just can’t 
write.” They are not writers and they don’t love it. If you don’t 
love it you will never get better and you will never become 
that person who writes. (Professor E, Spring 2013)
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Weak reading, analytical, and critical thinking skills, as well as unfamiliar-
ity with the demands and expectations of academic writing, led to challenges 
in students’ meeting their professors’ writing expectations. The students’ unfa-
miliarity with academic and professional writing norms was also observed in 
students’ inadequate formatting of papers as well as challenges with rhetorical 
modes and genres, as commented on by Professor P:

The letter of application for a job is like a five-paragraph 
essay. When I teach it on [the main campus], it seems ele-
mentary because the students know this structure. But, here, 
they don’t, so students struggle making functional para-
graphs for the application letter. Students also have trouble 
deconstructing business arguments. New product proposals 
were broken into paragraph-size sections, but they weren’t 
paragraphs—no sense of beginning or end. Business com-
municators need to be able to break complicated ideas into 
manageable ones (Spring 2011)

As did other professors, this professor compared his students on the 
branch campus to those on the main campus, speaking of his concern about 
the students’ unfamiliarity with the five-paragraph essay and the students’ abil-
ity to effectively construct paragraphs. Although constructing arguments in 
an organized manner and organizing ideas in manageable, clear paragraphs 
is something that is heavily discussed in the students’ two first-year academic 
writing courses and in other writing-intensive courses such as history, students 
struggle applying these concepts to professional and disciplinary writing. 

Other faculty also discussed students’ challenges with reading and writ-
ing as arising from a lack of genre knowledge rather than a lack of linguistic 
knowledge, such as Professor M who commented that “if you are bouncing 
from textbooks to technical things to doing research on the web to a Harvard 
business review article, they have a hard time.” “I don’t think it’s the language 
issues anymore,” she said, “I really think that the genre switching is a bigger 
problem than the language issues” (Fall 2012). On the main campus, the stu-
dents may be more familiar with these genres and may be better able to nav-
igate the variety of disciplinary genres they encounter. This genre knowledge 
also affects writing instruction, as Professor T explained, “You’re really not 
teaching exactly the same genre here that you teach [on the main campus].”

When the genre is unfamiliar to students and the content is more chal-
lenging, it is also likely that the students’ language abilities and writing skills 
will break down. For example, when students had to write a literature review 
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for the first time in a computer science course, Professor D was quite disap-
pointed with the outcome, commenting that:

In a literature review, [the] writing [was] terrible. Everything 
was wrong: introducing [the] topic, organizing [the] topic, 
transitioning between sections, run-on sentences, punctu-
ation, content, incorrect words. Both individual and group 
assignments were terrible (Spring 2011).

Although Professor D describes students’ poor performance in this writing 
task in terms of organization, grammar, and punctuation, writing a literature 
review is a complex task that can be daunting for any writer, particularly to 
second-year undergraduate students with no previous experience with this 
genre. As a result, when feeling overwhelmed by such a task, students are 
likely to make mistakes in language and structure. 

The faculty described students’ challenges with reading and writing as re-
sulting from a number of factors, including students’ lack of extensive writ-
ing practice during their pre-college education, a cultural emphasis on oral 
communication, students’ tendency toward memorization and retelling of 
facts rather than analysis and application, and students’ lack of background 
and genre knowledge. Given these challenges, faculty have to make informed 
decisions about their teaching practices to meet students’ needs, which may 
include adapting their pedagogical practices to the teaching context. 

Curricular Adaptations to Meet Students’ Needs 

As mentioned earlier, some faculty continue teaching at the IBC in the same 
way as they have at the university’s main campus or at other (non-IBC) in-
stitutions. They continue to assign the same amount and types of reading and 
the same writing assignments. Others do away with having a reading and 
writing-focused course, while others become very strategic about the amount 
and kinds of scaffolding they provide students to enhance their learning. 
Holding students at the branch campus to the same standards as the students 
on the main campus is what drives some of the professors’ decisions to keep 
their requirements the same. However, others argue that by adapting their 
requirements, they are enhancing student learning. 

For example, to reduce the complexity of the writing of business case 
analyses, Professor S completely did away with having students read business 
cases in his courses and instead uses television shows and films as cases. Stu-
dents analyze these visual cases in the form of a written case analysis using 
the relevant business theories discussed in class. Professor S explains that 
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with this innovative and motivating teaching practice, he aims to reduce the 
cognitive demands of the task by using content that is more familiar to stu-
dents, both in content and modality:

The television shows lend themselves to discussion. [The stu-
dents already] watch their favorite American shows and dis-
cuss them with their family. They say “did you see Friends last 
night?” or whatever. [I am] leveraging what they [already] do, 
which is making compelling content then relatively easy to 
get people talking about it, laugh and then ground them in 
the context of the theory. I think . . . talking comes naturally, 
and then [I frame] the discussion, so that it is more than just 
descriptive or opinion . . . . I can see the output of it and I am 
pleased (Fall 2010).

Although this professor may be criticized for not exposing students to au-
thentic, written business cases, he argues that this innovative approach to case 
analysis makes it more accessible to students, as the vocabulary and back-
ground knowledge are more familiar. This, in turn, allows students to focus 
on in-class discussion and the written case analysis separately from compre-
hending the case itself.

Instead of eliminating readings entirely, after a year of teaching in Qatar 
and realizing students’ reading challenges, Professor M made strategic deci-
sions to assign less reading and focus more on scaffolding the reading he did 
assign. Reflecting on this adaptation, Professor M commented: 

It’s much more difficult to read in a second or a third lan-
guage . . . I cut the total pages but I wanted to make sure that 
the topics were covered. So one thing was I [did not assign] 
readings that I felt didn’t really add that much, and the other 
was I’ve worked on a variety of ways to provide guidance 
to the students when they sit down to read so that they are 
doing directed reading instead of just kind of reading and 
pulling out the main topics [on their own] . . .Initially when 
I started out as a professor I was, “I’m just going to give you 
a bunch of stuff and you need to figure it out on your own.” 
Eventually that is something that you should develop as a 
professional, but it’s not necessarily fair to expect that from a 
junior in college, I don’t think. (Fall 2012).

Given the positive results of this adaption that Professor M saw at the IBC, 
he continued these practices when he returned to the main campus, where he 
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found that the adaptations were equally as effective: 

So I was here for a semester and then I went back to [the 
main campus], and guess what? I did the same things I did 
here when I went to [the main campus] and some students 
liked the readings a lot more and . . . the students were get-
ting more out of the readings. It’s just good teaching . . . 
It required me to change my thinking and approach [away] 
from “you are an upper class student at [this institution], you 
should already know how to do this.” [to an approach where] 
if you are not there yet, I need to meet you where you are and 
show you how to get there. (Fall 2012)

The adaptations that Professor M made as a result of his experiences at 
the IBC seem not only to be accommodations for a different context with a 
different student population, but also strategies for scaffolding student learn-
ing more generally. He found that although some people might consider ad-
aptations that reduce the amount of work students are assigned to be “water-
ing down” the curriculum, he feels that these adaptations are just examples of 
good teaching: 

The goal was not to water [the curriculum] down at all. The 
goal was [to] think thoughtfully . . . I could get away with 
being sloppy on the [main] campus in a way that I couldn’t 
here. . . . And I give these directions and these guidelines and 
this scaffolding, and a number of people on the main campus 
when I tell them that [say] “you are watering down the edu-
cation.” And the reality is that I’m really not. To the contrary, 
it’s making me be a better teacher. (Fall 2012) 

“Watering down” the curriculum is a common concern at IBCs, who want to 
hold the students to the same standards as the students on the main campus. 
However, what we see from Professor M is that adaptations that need to be 
made in an IBC are not necessarily decreasing the standards but can be con-
sidered a fine-tuning of curriculum and pedagogy.

Like Professor M, a number of faculty discussed scaffolding. When it 
comes to writing, as with reading, one way to help students meet the expec-
tations of professors, the program, and the university is to offer appropriate 
scaffolding for students, as many professors in this institution do. For exam-
ple, the two first-year English courses include multiple-draft writing with 
extensive written feedback from the professors as well as individual confer-
ences with the students for each paper. In courses in the students’ majors, the 
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students are also encouraged to submit drafts for which they obtain written 
feedback from their professors. Students are also encouraged to visit the writ-
ing center to get help with their linguistic choices to strengthen their ideas 
and make them clearer for the final version of an assignment. 

Perhaps the most scaffolding that students receive in courses in their 
major comes from Professor X who carefully guides students in the writing 
of case analysis assignments, from helping students comprehend the case to 
providing samples and guiding questions for students to effectively write a 
case analysis, as explained by the professor: 

The biggest obstacle our students have is that . . . most of 
them are not able to read a five-page case description and 
understand it. So, essentially, . . . I am reading with them. I 
am being like a parent reading with a kid. They need that . . . . 
What I do is I take the case and I show them how to read the 
case, and that helps because they do not know how to read 
the case . . . I highlight and I say “hey see this sentence, in-
teresting sentence. This is how you should do it.” (Fall 2013).

Clearly, providing this amount of scaffolding requires a great deal of com-
mitment, effort and time by the faculty, and the recognition that this amount 
of guiding and scaffolding will eventually pay off in the end. Not all pro-
fessors are willing to put in this effort and not all can, given the amount of 
material that needs to be covered in a course and the time constraints of the 
semester. Recognizing that his students needed the extra help, this profes-
sor offers extra sessions outside of class time to scaffold students’ reading 
and writing. Although the students indicate that they find his help valuable, 
according to Professor X, he feels that students do not take full advantage 
of it. While most students come to the extra session he offers, many fail to 
start their assignments early enough to be able to obtain feedback from the 
professor on early drafts, resulting in writing assignments with various flaws.

Providing scaffolding and additional help may not always be productive if 
students do not take advantage of what is offered. Recognizing the weakness-
es in student writing, some faculty continue to have the same requirements 
and demands, but change their expectations in terms of language. For exam-
ple, Professor C commented that: 

In short answer writing, I look to make sure the concepts are 
there, not necessarily how they are connected on the paper 
[linguistically]. [On the main campus], I graded down for 
grammar more, as I felt that it showed a lack of precision, but 
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I don’t do this here because otherwise most students would 
get low grades. (Fall 2011)

Like this professor, other professors tend to focus on the “concepts” and ideas 
in students’ texts, with less focus on how the ideas are connected linguistically, 
and without holding students as responsible for writing coherent, organized 
responses in standard English as they might do on the main campus. 

Similar to changing language expectations, some professors give value to 
the varieties of World Englishes used by students, and become more tolerant 
of the influence of the students’ mother tongues in their writing. While some 
professors push their Arabic-speaking students to be more direct in their 
writing and do away with the indirect and “flowery” (Professor W, Spring 
2012) language valued in Arabic (see also Hall, 1976), some professors are 
concerned with the imperialistic overtone of such demands, as explained by 
Professor S: 

I’m reading something [a student] wrote, and I said, “[stu-
dent’s name], I don’t understand what this means. This 
sounds to me like it’s a translation in your mind from Arabic 
to English.” She said, “Oh, yeah, that’s what it is. This is what 
we say in Arabic.” And for me, I had to stop for a second and 
[think], you form your identity by this language. And here 
I’m saying, “No, this is wrong.” What kind of ramifications 
does it have? How imperialist must I sound at the moment 
to this poor student? (Spring 2010).

While Professor S struggles with having his students write academic texts 
that meet the expectations of writing in the American academy without be-
ing imperialistic in his demands, he, like others, finds ways to communicate 
his expectations while still valuing students’ mother tongues. 

While some professors provided support for student writing by offering 
scaffolding or adaptations to writing assignments, given students’ writing chal-
lenges, other professors decided to assign less writing. When we asked faculty 
about their writing practices in their courses, some faculty described feeling 
limited in their ability to help students with writing. Professor N stated that 
writing is “not something I feel I should teach” because it “isn’t my job” (Spring 
2013). As a result, some faculty focused less on writing in their courses, and 
some assigned no writing at all, as explained by Professor G: 

[Now,] I use only short readings and reporting on quizzes 
because many very bright students have difficulty expressing 
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themselves in English. I’m not so concerned with writing, 
though . . . I have them write only a sentence or two. I don’t 
assign essays demanding full paragraphs. I taught in [a coun-
try in Asia], where there were lots of [Asian language]-speak-
ing students. Months or years would go by before I saw a full 
paragraph produced by any of [the students]. Students [here] 
have many grammatical errors, limited vocabulary, have trou-
ble with subtle nuances. I don’t think that students necessarily 
have to be good at expository writing. (Spring 2012) 

Instead of offering more opportunities and appropriate scaffolding for stu-
dents to practice their writing, this professor has his students do minimal 
writing, as he feels the students are not good at writing effective and clear 
paragraphs with accurate grammar, something he claims is not so important 
for business students who will likely write reports which will then be edited 
by a professional business or technical writer. 

Conclusions and Recommendations

The results reported above lead to a number of conclusions and recommen-
dations for teaching writing at IBCs. In addition, given the rapid increase of 
IBCs and other English-medium institutions across the MENA region, as 
well the perception that oral rather than written communication may have 
greater cultural emphasis in this region, we note that many of our conclu-
sions and recommendations may be applicable to writing instruction in the 
MENA region in general.

We first suggest that minimizing reading and writing requirements or doing 
away with them completely, as some faculty in the present study reported doing, 
are not optimal solutions. Doing so may be detrimental to student learning and 
development because it limits students’ exposure to academic literacies. Aca-
demic literacy development is a difficult task that takes many years and requires 
practice, instruction, and imitation (Sommers, 2008). Reading and writing dis-
ciplinary genres is an important part of becoming a full-fledged member of a 
discipline (Canagarajah, 2002; Duff, 2001; Johns, 1997), and limiting students’ 
opportunities to developing their academic literacy skills to only English or 
humanities does not give students the opportunity to practice the disciplinary 
genres that they will likely encounter after they graduate. 

Adapting reading and writing assignments to the context does not “water 
down” the curriculum, and such adaptations can enrich and improve teaching 
and learning, as Professor M points out when he says that the adaptations he 
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made in his teaching at this IBC forced him to “be a better teacher.” 
Because of the benefits for students and teachers, we advocate for a focus 

on writing and reading across the curriculum, with learning scaffolded to 
enhance students’ literacy skills. While we recognize that scaffolding student 
learning, particularly in writing, is not an easy task and requires commitment, 
time, and effort as well as a clear understanding of the writing demands of 
a discipline in order to make them explicit to students, we have found that 
there are committed teachers at this IBC who understand the importance 
of helping students develop their academic literacy skills, such as Professor 
X, who offers optional extra sessions outside of class time. However, a num-
ber of faculty in our study noted that because students at the IBC required 
additional time to complete readings or complete assignments, more class 
time would be useful to help students acquire the background knowledge that 
might be lacking. More time may mean extending the four-year curriculum 
to a five-year curriculum, giving students more time to complete exams, or 
having enough time in a course to properly scaffold student learning by, for 
example, having fewer students in each class, or dividing a course into two 
semesters that might typically be taught in one. Having enough time to fo-
cus on individual students and make certain writing practices standard, such 
as multiple draft writing (which occurred in English courses, but few other 
courses in the present study), is likely to enhance student writing. 

While faculty may have the motivation and commitment to help students 
develop their writing skills, some may not have the knowledge or tools to teach 
writing, and some might feel, as Professor N did, that teaching writing “isn’t my 
job.” However, we argue that teachers who assign writing in their courses are, to 
an extent, responsible for making sure students understand how to write those 
assignments. Thus, we recommend that professors who embark on the journey 
of teaching at a branch campus abroad are equipped with the fundamental skills 
needed to teach writing (and reading) to linguistically and culturally diverse 
students. This can be done by engaging in faculty development around these 
and other teaching practices through collaborations with English faculty and 
other learning and writing specialists who can help faculty deconstruct sample 
texts in their fields so that faculty can better understand and make more explicit 
to students the features of disciplinary genres as well as faculty’s expectations 
of writing (see, for example, the Teaching and Learning Cycle: Humphrey & 
Hao, 2013; Mahboob & Devrim, 2013; Martin & Rose, 2005; Rothery, 1994). 
Faculty development around teaching with writing is especially important, giv-
en that students’ lack of familiarity with specific genres was brought up often 
by our study participants in terms of challenges students had with reading and 
writing but was seldom mentioned in terms of strategies that faculty have for 
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addressing students’ difficulties. 
Our current work on this branch campus is moving us toward more ex-

plicit instruction of disciplinary genres. Our four-year longitudinal study of 
academic writing development has allowed us to understand the writing de-
mands of various disciplines and analyze how students met those demands 
and expectations longitudinally and what challenges they have. Now we are 
in a position to work together with the faculty to help them better understand 
the writing expectations of their discipline and of the genres they assign. 
We hope that, as a result, faculty across the curriculum will be better able to 
design writing assignments and develop the tools to make their expectations 
explicit to students, enhancing both the teaching and learning of writing.

As a part of our advocacy of faculty across the curriculum playing an im-
portant role in students’ writing development, we also urge faculty to hold 
students to high standards while being reasonable about their expectations 
for students who are still developing academic literacies. In our data, we saw 
that some faculty reduce their expectations of students in terms of writing 
and language use. From interviews with students, we also found that students 
quickly learn what the expectations of different professors are: when the ex-
pectations are low, students tend to be less careful about their work, and when 
expectations are high, students tend to be more careful. While we believe that 
a focus on content is important and that faculty should recognize the chal-
lenges of writing in a second language, we also feel that completely disregard-
ing attention to language is not an appropriate solution. Doing so may lead 
students to think that linguistic accuracy is not important, and as the findings 
of our study indicate, holding students accountable for both the content and 
accuracy of their written work will contribute to their development as writers 
and English language users in their courses across the curriculum and beyond.

Note

1. This publication was made possible by NPRP grant # 5-1320-6-040 from the 
Qatar National Research Fund (a member of Qatar Foundation). The state-
ments made herein are solely the responsibility of the authors. 
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Appendix: Faculty Interview Protocol

Background & Discipline

1. Please tell me about your background and how you ended up here.
2. Please describe your discipline. What do [business administration, 

computer science, or information systems] experts do? 
3. What is the role of language (reading, writing, jargon) in your disci-

pline?
4. How important is it to be a good communicator in your discipline?

The Course(s) Taught

5. Please describe the course(s) you teach to the class of 2013 this semes-

http://chronicle.com/article/Carnegie-Mellon-U-to-Open/128991/
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ter. What are the objectives and outcomes of the course(s)?

Perception of Students

6. What is your general impression of these students?
7. How are the students doing in your course(s)? To what extent are 

they meeting your expectations? 
8. How prepared or unprepared do you find these students? What are 

their major strengths and challenges?
9. What factors contribute to your students’ success in your class? What 

do successful students in your class do?

Reading in Your Course(s)

10. What is the role of reading in your course(s)? Are there required read-
ing materials? Do students have to read course material before class 
and show their understanding?

11. To what students do you know if students do the reading? Do you 
check if students completed the reading? And if so how? 

12. To what extent do your students show an adequate understanding of 
the reading material?

13. How would you rate your students’ reading abilities?
14. Do you do anything in particular to help your students with their 

understanding of the reading material?
15. Do you know come to you for help with the reading materials? Do 

you know if they seek help from our resources such as teaching assis-
tant, the Academic Resource Center, or friends?

Writing in Your Course(s)

16. What is the role of writing in your course(s)? Do you have writing as-
signments in your course(s)? If so, what kinds of writing assignments? 
Do students submit work individually or in groups?

17. Why do you have students write in your course(s)?
18. How do you prepare students for your assignments? Written guide-

lines, explanation in class, draft writing, written feedback, sample 
papers, revisions based on feedback?

19. If you provide written feedback on student writing, what do you 
focus on?

20. How do you grade your students writing? Is there anything you focus 
on the most?

21. What are the qualities of an A written product in your course(s)?
22. How do your students perform in the writing assignments? What are 
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their strengths and weaknesses?
23. To what extent do you see improvement from draft to draft, from 

assignment to assignment? 
24. Do your students come to you for help with their writing assign-

ments? Do you know if they also use other resources such as teaching 
assistants, the academic resource center, friends?

Teaching Adaptations

25. Since you have come here, have you made any changes to the way you 
teach to address the needs and interest of the students here? If so, what 
have you done?

26. How effective to student learning are your adaptations?
27. Do you see any drawbacks with these changes you have made?
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Writing-intensive courses for engineers at Texas A&M 
University at Qatar provide a unique view into the efficacy of 
writing-in-the-disciplines (WID) policies and practices in the 
Middle East. In this chapter, the authors draw upon qualita-
tive data from faculty interviews to examine their perceptions 
surrounding the teaching and learning of writing. The authors 
argue that hybrid writing consultants—staff positions with the 
combined roles of tutor, teacher, and writing fellow—are a lo-
cally relevant way to help mediate between engineering faculty 
members’ expectations and multilingual students’ development 
as writers.

Keywords: WAC/WID; writing support; multilingual writers; 
engineering; international branch campus

After being invited to open an international branch campus (IBC) by the 
Qatar Foundation, the Texas A&M University at Qatar (TAM-Q) under-
graduate engineering programs began admitting students in 2003. TAM-Q 
students major in one of four areas of engineering: petroleum, mechanical, 
chemical, or electrical and computer engineering. They take the same courses 
and meet the same requirements as students in the engineering department 
on the main campus, and, as the main campus writing-across-the-curriculum 
(WAC)/writing-in-the-disciplines (WID) initiatives transferred as well, their 
course load includes writing-intensive (WI) courses. Although not an un-
common sight in the Arabian Gulf region today, most IBCs in the area have 
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been operating for fewer than 15 years. In 2011, Miller-Idriss and Hanauer 
classified over half—34 out of 57—of “transnational” universities in the Mid-
dle East as IBCs like ours (p. 183). They also observed that a majority of these 
IBCs provided degrees in technical and professional fields, such as business, 
information technology, and engineering (Miller-Idriss & Hanauer, 2011, p. 
188). In addition to adding new options for tertiary education, as Miller-Id-
riss and Hanauer (2011) have noted, IBCs have spearheaded a larger shift in 
technical education in the Gulf “away from rote learning and fixed curricula 
toward an emphasis on learning-by-doing and on-the-job learning” (p. 193). 
(See Miller & Pessoa, this volume, for extensive description on IBCs; see also 
Telafici & Rudd, this volume, for further IBC challenges.) 

Although the curriculum and degree are exactly the same as our home 
campus in the US, almost all of our students at our IBC are multilingual; 
around half are Qatari, and the rest are from other areas in the MENA region 
and Southeast Asia. As such, not only do our students have to become famil-
iar with the discourse of western academic English (and, in some cases, while 
they are still acquiring aspects of everyday spoken and written English), they 
are also adopting the secondary discourse of writing as an engineer. 

Our engineering faculty members are expatriate residents (not citizens) of 
Qatar, and most have terminal degrees from the US, Canada, or UK. Several 
are fluent in Arabic—although not always the local Qatari dialect—but oth-
ers are not; for all, the bulk of their academic and industry work is conducted 
in English. Further discussion of our interview population can be found in 
the methodology section, but for now it is worth observing that our engineer-
ing faculty members tend to have two significant commonalities in addition 
to their disciplinary knowledge: they have achieved success—an undergrad-
uate or terminal degree—in a western educational institution, and much of 
their national, ethnic, and cultural background is not shared with over half 
of their students. Thus, our IBC is a complicated location where, on the one 
hand, power differences between expatriate faculty and local students can 
resemble a kind of cultural imperialism (Tomlinson, 1991), and, on the other, 
the institution provides our students with a space to “reconstruct their lan-
guages, cultures, and identities to their advantage” (Canagarajah, 1999, p. 2). 
In this context, we want to consider how a WAC/WID initiative with a WI 
course requirement impacts the relationship between MENA cultures and 
disciplinary writing in the English language. 

We are sensitive to the perception voiced by critics such as Altbach (2004), 
that the combined forces of globalization and higher education result in “the 
loss of intellectual and cultural autonomy by those who are less powerful” 
(p. 9). Others have written about IBCs’ complicated sociopolitical effects on 
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Gulf Arab educational institutions (Witte, 2010) and indigenous forms and 
conditions of knowledge-making (Donn & Al Manthri, 2010). These broader 
questions about transnational education inform how we understand the rela-
tionships between faculty and students in our institution’s classrooms, and in 
particular, how we interpret faculty and student perceptions of WI courses. 
Previous research has suggested that students in the Gulf region view west-
ern education and the English language with a “simultaneously imitative and 
resistant” attitude (Findlow, 2006, p. 31; see also O’Neill, 2014). Primary and 
secondary education in the Gulf and wider MENA region has been criti-
cized in western scholarship for its emphasis on rote learning, where “the 
book itself acts as the sole source of information” (Heyneman, 1997, p. 452; see 
also Steer, Ghanem, & Jalbout, 2014, for statistics on student retention in the 
MENA region). Others have indicated that MENA students “are not used to 
interrogating texts and are not familiar with the western convention of writ-
ing with the audience in mind” (Golkowska, 2013, p. 340) and “are graduating 
[secondary school] without the basic skills needed to succeed at the university 
level” (Borger, 2007, para. 1). If these descriptions of the region’s student pop-
ulation are true, we decided that it would be worthwhile to explore how our 
faculty members perceive their roles in a transnational WAC/WID initiative. 
Their experiences of both broadening access to and serving as gatekeepers of 
disciplinary writing would help us decide how to support the work done in 
engineering courses. 

Our experiences at our IBC, particularly one of the co-author Kent’s ex-
perience as a writing consultant for an Ethics and Engineering course, led us 
to raise an important question for other IBCs and institutions with diverse 
student bodies: How do engineering faculty members perceive the roles of 
writing and the teaching of writing in their engineering courses that serve a 
predominantly multilingual student population? To answer this question, this 
chapter examines qualitative data from IRB-approved interviews conducted 
with engineering faculty members who taught writing-intensive (WI) cours-
es at our university. In our analysis, we reflect on themes that emerged from 
the interviews, and we conclude by arguing for the efficacy of hybrid writing 
positions, like the one held by Kent, who works to fill gaps between faculty 
expectations and multilingual students’ development as writers. 

Writing as an Engineer and WAC/WID Initiatives

Winsor’s (1990) research introduced the idea of working engineers “writing 
themselves as engineers,” that is, using writing both to generate knowledge 
and establish themselves as members of the professional engineering world 



204   Hodges & Kent

(p. 66). This complex understanding of writing, rhetoric, and identity can 
be difficult for engineering students to comprehend and apply to their WI 
courses. Leydens (2008) has suggested that the integration of writing iden-
tities and engineering identities, as well as an understanding of rhetoric as 
an important part of engineering practice, may not develop in engineering 
students until after graduation and more on-the-job experience. 

Studies have shown that engineers on the job appreciate and seek out peer 
review and constructive feedback on their writing (Steiner, 2011), and that 
they find writing engaging when they “know their texts will be acted upon by 
others in the development of the design,” or, in other words, when engineers 
write for real, active audiences (Sales, 2009, p. 90). Winsor’s 1996 book, Writ-
ing Like an Engineer: A Rhetorical Education, advocates for an adjustment in 
the way that workplace writing courses teach audience by highlighting the 
ways in which engineers see writing as a social activity, a perspective echoed 
in the requirements from the Accreditation Board for Engineering and Tech-
nology (ABET). ABET educational objectives stress students’ ability to iden-
tify, formulate, and solve engineering problems in writing; to function on 
multidisciplinary teams and to communicate effectively with team members; 
and to engage with knowledge of contemporary issues in engineering. These 
requirements for accreditation and the research on the engineering workplace 
have been helpful justification for writing-intensive courses, but such courses 
can involve teaching technical and workplace communication in ways that 
are new or uncomfortable for engineering educators and writing specialists 
(Leydens, 2012).

In this chapter, we examine these issues from our particular positions in 
our IBC. Co-author Brenda Kent, a staff member supporting an Ethics and 
Engineering course described later in this section, collaborated with co-au-
thor Amy Hodges, an instructional assistant professor with a background in 
writing centers, to investigate what engineering faculty members think about 
the teaching of writing in their engineering courses and to consider what 
our university could do to better support faculty and students. We wanted 
to know about “flaws in our assumptions about the universality of writing 
programs” (Anson & Donahue, 2015, p. 33) and consider the context of our 
students’ previous and current literacy learning. 

Kent’s position as writing consultant was created to serve one WI course 
required of all engineering students at our IBC. Ethics and Engineering is 
co-taught by a professor from an engineering discipline and a professor from 
a liberal arts discipline. On our home campus in the US, those professors are 
assisted by graduate student teaching assistants (TAs) who lead discussions 
and provide feedback on writing assignments. Since our campus mainly serves 
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undergraduate students, the Ethics and Engineering professors did not have 
access to TAs and hired Kent in 2010 to supplement their writing instruction 
and feedback. In interviews, these professors expressed their feelings that, 
given their “unique situation” with a majority of multilingual students, hiring 
professional staff members for the role of writing consultant would provide 
more continuity and a better quality of teaching experience for the students. 

Prior to working at our IBC, Kent earned a BA in teaching, taught writ-
ing in public and homeschool settings in the US, and worked in business 
writing and editing. At first, she was hired part-time as a professional tutor in 
our writing center, and soon her duties shifted to working with only students 
in the Ethics and Engineering course as a full-time writing specialist. Over 
the past four years working with this course, her role has encompassed du-
ties held by writing faculty members, teaching assistants, and writing fellows. 
During the semester, Kent provides lessons on critical reading, organizing, 
and argumentation, and she guides 50-60 students through peer reviews of 
all six writing assignments. She estimates that she holds at least 200 tutorials 
per semester. Kent is not quite what we would traditionally call a TA—she is 
not working on and does not hold a graduate degree in either engineering or 
ethics—but neither is she a writing fellow, since she has already completed 
an undergraduate degree. Instead, she fulfills a hybrid role somewhere in be-
tween these models for writing support, coaching students through writing 
assignments while also taking authority for the teaching of writing within 
the course.

Neither of the professors who hired Kent had specialized knowledge of 
WAC/WID initiatives. In the rapidly changing and expanding world of IBCs, 
Kent had few previous models for her position in the Middle East, much less 
at an engineering IBC in a similar situation. We were curious about how her 
hybrid writing position mediated some of the conflicts among writing-inten-
sive course goals, TAM-Q faculty writing expectations and TAM-Q students’ 
cultural and educational backgrounds.

Methods

In order to determine what our diverse group of engineering faculty expected 
from their student writers and what perceptions about disciplinary writing 
guided their choices as teachers, in the spring semester of 2014 we inter-
viewed 10 current or recent instructors of engineering courses designated as a 
WI course. In the case of Electrical and Computer Engineering, our recruit-
ment included teaching and lab staff members. The Electrical Engineering 
WI course is the first half of students’ senior design course series, in which 
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students complete a major project that is the capstone of their engineering 
knowledge. Although the lead instructor is a faculty member, we interviewed 
the lab TAs who had the most frequent and sustained contact with the stu-
dents’ writing. An additional interviewee (Dr. Tareq) was contacted because 
his sophomore-level course was well known to be writing intensive, even if it 
did not have the official designation from the university. All of our interview-
ees are identified by pseudonyms, and more information on their roles at the 
university can be found in the Appendix.

One interviewee (Dr. Holly) identified as a native English speaker, and 
the rest identified their mother tongue as other than English. Most had post-
graduate degrees from the US and the UK, so they considered their English 
language skills to be above average for their professional tasks. Two of our ten 
faculty interviewees (Dr. Holly and Dr. Sharifa) were female, and two male 
interviewees also served as administrators at the university. 

As we conducted our interviews, we came to understand that the num-
ber of credit hours assigned to the WI course was an important part of our 
interviewees’ perspective on writing in their courses (see Appendix). Our 
home campus, and thus our Qatar campus as well, requires two WI courses in 
the major; although each of our engineering programs required Kent’s three 
credit-hour Ethics and Engineering course, the credit hours of the other WI 
courses varied. As mentioned above, Electrical and Computer Engineering 
combined their senior design courses with the WI course requirements, but 
the other programs did not. 

Many of our interviewees were well known to us as friends and members 
of our small academic community. Thus, our research methodology was in-
formed by the perspective of Selfe and Hawisher (2012), who have viewed in-
terviews “more like conversations that involved participants in a joint project 
of inquiry” (p. 38). Several of our interviewees were aware that Kent provided 
writing support, and they were curious about what she did and how their 
course fit into the larger scheme of WI courses at our IBC. We collected our 
interview data as a team, approaching our interviews as a “less-structured 
conversation in which meaning is made, negotiated, and interpreted collab-
oratively” (p. 45). Thus, our semi-structured interviews included some of the 
following questions, but we also allowed the conversation to flow and fit the 
narrative that the interviewee wanted to tell about his or her course.

• What kinds of writing do you do professionally? What kinds of writ-
ing are you training your students for?

• How often (in class hours per week or class periods per semester) do 
you spend in class on writing instruction?
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• How much time per week or per semester would you estimate that 
you spend preparing lessons on writing? Consulting with students on 
writing? Grading or evaluating writing?

• What assignments do you give? How did you develop these assign-
ments?

• How do you evaluate the students’ writing? How did you come up 
with this method? 

These interviews lasted approximately 30 minutes each. Additionally, we 
collected relevant documents from our interviewees, such as syllabus ma-
terials, assignment prompts, and sample student writing. These documents 
helped us understand the context of our interviewees’ perceptions of teaching 
disciplinary writing. 

After transcribing these interviews, we coded them according to theme 
(Merriam, 2009). The following sections describe some of our major themes 
and point to our initial findings about the role of writing support in WAC/
WID programs in the MENA region. This is a small study in a specific con-
text, but some findings may be transferable to other contexts, including other 
IBCs in technical fields and universities with significant numbers of students 
from the MENA region.

Results
WI Requirement: Faculty Attitudes and Student Reactions

Professors reported a wide variety of assigned writing in their courses, in-
cluding lab reports, technical reports, resumes, reflective writing, film reviews, 
informative reports, memos, proposals, literature reviews, market surveys, 
progress reports, argument-driven academic essays, and several different 
kinds of presentations, both in class and on video. Most interviewees, partic-
ularly those who taught one-credit-hour WI courses, expressed concern that 
the amount of writing weighed heavily on their students’ already challenging 
course load. Dr. Sharifa reported that her students “always complain every 
end of semester . . . ‘too much work, too much work for a one credit course.’ 
And it is too much work.” Dr. Holly told her students on the first day of class, 
“Look, I am going to tell you right now. I can’t do anything about this. This 
is a university requirement. You need to do this.” The perception that the 
standards and expectations for the course were high placed the instructors 
in a defensive mode; Dr. Tareq, for instance, felt like he needed to justify his 
writing assignments: “I am not asking them to write a lot. I am asking them 
to write enough, but to them it is very, very much.” 
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Even as the professors reported large amounts of writing and high stan-
dards for their courses, they did not think that many of the students met 
their expectations. Dr. Burhan summed up the perspective of many of our 
interviewees: “We have been surprised and we have been disappointed quite 
frequently.” While all of the faculty and staff members saw the value of the 
skills, practices, and products they were teaching, few were comfortable with 
how well their knowledge about writing as an engineer was being transmit-
ted to the students. Dr. Sharifa was disappointed in one of her classes, saying 
that they were “smart but they did not put any effort in the lab. . . . They 
totally neglected [the lab reports] for the other courses, so they would hand 
in their reports late. They would give it in a sloppy way. You could tell that 
they [didn’t] care.” Dr. Rahmat saw a “big gap. The basic[s of writing] are not 
really good. They have difficulty to write.” Several traced this disconnect to 
the students’ heavy workload—did they really have time to complete all of the 
requirements of a WI course while working on their other engineering cours-
es?—but others thought that the students’ educational background played a 
significant role. As the instructor of a required WI course connecting issues in 
the humanities and in engineering, Dr. Burhan felt that the students “did not 
have any training in humanities, so we had to take a few steps back and start 
where one would start at grade 7” in the US or another western educational 
system. 

We can identify in these responses a frustration voiced in departmental 
meetings around the world, as Dr. Burhan phrased it: “we have tried our best 
to bring the horse to the water.” Even as professors validated the relevance 
and importance of WI courses, they struggled to reconcile their expectations 
for the students and the students’ performance on their writing assignments. 
On the one hand, they saw themselves and their students as powerless be-
fore the abstract expectations of the university system and the engineering 
discipline at large, but on the other hand, they positioned themselves as the 
standard-bearers and gatekeepers of student writing expertise and work ethic. 

Professional Identity and Definitions of Writing

Overwhelmingly, our interviewees, like many of their counterparts elsewhere, 
viewed “writing” in terms of surface features of student texts, such as gram-
matical and mechanical usage, formatting, use of technical vocabulary, and 
labeling of figures and tables. Mr. Samir explained that “the first stuff they 
submit is usually disastrous. . . . They don’t put page numbering. They don’t 
number their sections. Fonts are chosen randomly and are not consistent with 
the whole report. They don’t number figures.” Dr. Holly told us that she has 
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students who “don’t know when to capitalize, when to end a sentence and 
start a new one. This is simple.” In his lectures on writing, Dr. Tareq said 
that he taught about some of the common mistakes that “students are mak-
ing grammar wise . . . affect and effect, like this. . . . I assume these are the 
common things that they learn in their English courses anyway.” On the one 
hand, we were impressed by faculty members’ willingness to closely critique 
students’ work and provide substantial feedback. On the other, we wondered 
what role they saw writing support staff members playing other than a gram-
matical fix-it service. 

Moreover, the interviewees often considered “writing” to be disconnected 
from the “technical” or content features of texts, also not an uncommon view 
among disciplinary faculty. Mr. Ahmed felt like his job “is not to check on 
their English writing. The intention here is to look on the technical mate-
rial. It is not on how they are writing English, [or] is the grammar correct. 
Sometimes, if we find something misspelled, we underline that, but the in-
tention here is the technical part.” Dr. Sharifa told us that she mostly grades 
the “technical point of view and the format.” Dr. Burhan felt that teaching a 
writing-intensive course in his field was “almost like teaching two courses at 
one time. . . . So they may write a beautiful sentence, but it makes no sense in 
ethical terms.” Dr. Holly, who reported spending time in her office instruct-
ing students on the finer points of sentence boundaries, questioned how to 
evaluate student writing with her knowledge of engineering: “It could have 
been great sort of content-wise, but really awful grammar. How do I grade 
that? What do I do?” Dr. Rahmat wondered why his students misspelled 
words because the “simple things [writing] are supposed to be straight from 
the beginning.” 

This view of writing informed their identities as professors and teachers, 
as several of our interviewees told us they “[didn’t] know how to teach writ-
ing, and . . . how to teach grammar,” or that they “don’t teach them English or 
that sort of thing.” Dr. Miraj felt that faculty resistance to integrating writing 
in their courses was caused by a lack of training: 

[Engineering professors] resist to do it because they are not 
trained to do it. They don’t see it as their job to do it, and 
maybe they don’t appreciate how important it is. . . . Some of 
the professors are brilliant technically, but maybe they never 
learned professional, technical writing. So how do you ex-
pect them to teach it if they were not comfortable with it? 
They can write very well, but they are not instructing [the 
students].
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Dr. Sharifa also expressed interest in further training in the teaching of 
writing, explaining that she “would like to have some ammunition. . . . I admit 
that I am not a perfect writer.” However receptive our interviewees were to 
more knowledge about writing pedagogy, their perception of what is or is not 
writing concerned us.

Carter (2007) has argued that the perceived divide between writing and 
the disciplines needs to be bridged by “conceptualiz[ing] writing in the dis-
ciplines in a way that is grounded in the disciplines themselves, a viable al-
ternative to an understanding of writing as universally generalizable” (p. 387). 
By situating disciplinary ways of knowing and writing within metagenres, or 
similar ways of doing, Carter (2007) places faculty members in the disciplines 
in a position of authority over writing “on their own turf ” (p. 408). Despite 
the implementation of the home campus’ WAC/WID requirements, our in-
terviewees persisted in separating “technical” aspects of texts from the “writ-
ing” of texts; they absolved themselves of responsibility over writing by not 
worrying about it or leaving it for others to “fix.” Kent’s role was created to fill 
such a need; overwhelmed by the needs of their multilingual student writers, 
the professors in charge of the Ethics and Engineering course assigned all of 
the course duties related to writing to her. Our interviewees were very inter-
ested to hear about the services Kent provided to the course’s students and 
faculty, and many expressed a desire to hire someone to take over the teaching 
and tutoring of writing in their own courses. 

We see these findings as a call to continue to negotiate definitions and 
practices of writing with our disciplinary faculty and, as we explain in the next 
section, we feel that hybrid writing positions like Kent’s provide a chance 
to, in Dr. Miraj’s words, “make the professor like [integrating writing into a 
course] because it [does] not put him into a stressful place.” 

Discussion

Our interviews showed us that our faculty members in the STEM fields—
even those who speak multiple languages and have lived in the same regions 
of the world as their students—have perspectives that challenge some of the 
current ideology on teaching discipline-specific writing. These findings add 
to the rich literature on faculty constructions of their role in a WAC/WID 
program with a significant L2 population (Ives, Leahy, Leming, Pierce, & 
Schwartz, 2014; Zawacki & Habib, 2014). Much like other disciplinary faculty 
members depicted in the research, our interviewees expressed views along 
a spectrum that encompasses both engaged, passionate teaching and care-
ful (although occasionally problematic) attention to surface-level features of 
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texts. They illustrate the “gap between faculty fantasies about writing and the 
reality of students struggling to make sense of academic literacy” (Carroll, 
2012, p. 8). Further ethnographic research might help us understand how the 
sociopolitical context of the Arab Gulf region has impacted these stances. 

However, we wanted to use these interviews as “mirrors for our own per-
spectives and belief systems, and thus help us examine more critically what 
we ourselves think and do, both within our own classrooms and with respect 
to the larger institutional contexts in which we teach” (Zamel, 1995, p. 507). 
While these findings might reflect universal faculty perceptions, our response 
had to consider the context of an engineering IBC in Qatar. Given what we 
knew from these interviews, how might we work towards mediating faculty 
expectations for student writing and also promoting writing pedagogy that 
would be beneficial to our multilingual student population? 

As might be expected, we found in the interviews various constructions 
of a writing teacher’s role. Some faculty members took on this role them-
selves through direct instruction in one-on-one conferences with students, 
but all implied or stated that a writing teacher would use more authoritative 
methods to pass on knowledge; in some instances, faculty reported giving lec-
tures on writing or asking others to come in and instruct students on gram-
matical or mechanical norms. Kent’s status as a teacher-figure in the Ethics 
and Engineering course addressed faculty members’ desire for direct teach-
ing of western academic and professional writing conventions, and many of 
her one-on-one consultations helped students understand the grammatical 
and mechanical expectations of their instructors. Because of their previous 
educational experience in the MENA region, TAM-Q students tend to be 
familiar with a more teacher-centered learning environment than those in 
the US. Canagarajah (1999) has questioned writing pedagogy and institu-
tional structures for assuming that learning styles translate across cultures, 
as for some students, “it seems likely that they would prefer a more formal, 
product-oriented, teacher-centered pedagogy, of the sort now denigrated by 
center professional circles” (p. 14). Our experience observing local secondary 
school classes has suggested to us that this is also the case for many of our 
students. In this light, we argue that Kent’s course meetings, which cover 
critical reading, organizing, and argumentation strategies, mediate faculty 
expectations that a writing teacher will act as an authority and student ex-
pectations formed from their previous experience with other teachers in the 
MENA region. 

The other issue we reflected on after completing the interviews was how 
our faculty members conceptualized the role of a writer. Even though faculty 
were often published writers in their own discipline, they did not often po-
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sition themselves as writers to their students and saw writing as something 
different from technical work. Kent’s hybrid role—somewhere in between a 
teaching assistant and a writing fellow—complicated this binary. As both an 
outsider to the engineering discipline and, because of her years of experience 
with one class, a growing expertise in issues related to ethics and engineer-
ing, Kent blurred the boundaries of the technical/writing divide that faculty 
perceived as important. Her use of peer reviews and other indirect methods 
of teaching promoted a different view of writers—one that is less authori-
ty-based and more democratic. The teaching part of Kent’s role helped our 
initiative adapt to faculty expectations and pedagogical methods that stu-
dents were familiar with, and the tutoring part of her role pushed both parties 
towards understanding new ways of learning. As we work towards LeCourt’s 
(2012) vision of a critical WAC program, one that “redefines thinking and 
learning through writing in terms that recognize the viability of the students’ 
discourses as much as the disciplinary ones” (p. 82), hybrid positions like 
Kent’s provide a promising way to bring disciplinary faculty and students 
into conversation over how to develop expertise as a writer and an engineer.

The Potential for Hybrid Writing Positions in the MENA Region

We recognize that others, in the Gulf region and out of it, see similar atti-
tudes in their faculty members, and perhaps, even see some of themselves in 
the interviews analyzed in this chapter. We also recognize that our perceived 
acquiescence to some of these attitudes may strike some of our readers as 
problematic—after all, shouldn’t we correct some of these statements and 
implement more WAC/WID programming that forces disciplinary faculty 
to meet us on our own terms, the terms of mainstream western writing peda-
gogy? At our IBC, we have taken the advice of Lyon (2009) to heart: “While 
overseas teachers may nod to the community values inherent in . . . local ped-
agogies, true understanding requires risking their own foundations” (p. 234, em-
phasis in original). We took a risk by adapting our WAC/WID initiative to 
the findings from our interviews and what we understood about our MENA 
context. Exporting WI courses and WAC/WID initiatives to universities in 
the Middle East does not guarantee their success, just as integrating writing 
into engineering courses may not change faculty members’ minds about how 
to teach their subject. Our institution’s WAC/WID initiative, like those of 
many others, continues to negotiate and mediate faculty expectations for stu-
dent writing in order to provide a cohesive, transformative experience for the 
students who walk our hallways. 

Our study started with a very practical question: what did our disciplinary 
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faculty think about our WAC/WID initiative, and more specifically, how did 
they perceive their own role within that initiative? We concluded that hybrid 
writing positions like Kent’s could help students come to terms with the con-
flicting expectations their engineering instructors held about writing, their 
experiences with traditional Gulf pedagogy (teacher-centered, product-ori-
ented), and their exposure to writing and engineering pedagogy common 
to American institutions (student-centered, problem-based). Additionally, 
our IBC’s focus on engineering allowed us to provide specialized support, 
a strategy also advocated by Strang (2006), who used professional tutors to 
provide “consistently high quality of one-on-one tutoring that results from 
their profound knowledge about writing” and, in some cases, their discipline 
(p. 295). Yet this inquiry also opened up new questions about the future of 
WAC/WID programs in the MENA region. Recent scholarship on trans-
lingual approaches to writing (Horner, Lu, Royster, & Trimbur, 2011) offers 
exciting possibilities for faculty development programs, particularly programs 
in the region which serve a diverse population of faculty and students. Such 
professional development could focus on all faculty members’ hybrid roles 
and the ways we all move between and beyond boundaries, such as those 
between technical knowledge and writing knowledge, or between the titles of 
teacher and tutor.
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Appendix: Interviewees

Name Engineering 
Discipline

Faculty/
Staff

Course Description Credit Hours 
of Course

Dr. Holly Mechanical Faculty Senior Seminar 1
Dr. Sharifa Chemical Faculty Engineering Lab 1
Dr. Miraj Mechanical Faculty Ethics and Engineering 3
Dr. Burhan Liberal Arts Faculty Ethics and Engineering 3
Dr. Rahmat Petroleum Faculty Technical Presentations 1
Mr. Ahmed Electrical and 

Computer
Staff Senior Design Seminar 3

Mr. Mustafa Electrical and 
Computer

Staff Senior Design Seminar 3

Mr. Samir Electrical and 
Computer

Staff Senior Design Seminar 3

Dr. Pouyan Mechanical/
Industrial

Faculty Senior Design Seminar 1

Dr. Tareq Mechanical Faculty Engineering Lab 3
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In higher education, context is everything; the world beyond the classroom 
shapes research agendas, methods, teaching, and student learning. In recent 
decades, the global migrations of students and the proliferation of new com-
munication technologies have opened up students’ perspectives and compli-
cated their backgrounds, increasing dramatically the cultural and linguistic 
diversity of our classrooms. Shifts in higher educational policies and practices 
worldwide—the rapid growth of new institutions of higher education and 
international branch campuses (IBCs); regional “harmonization” initiatives 
such as the Bologna Process aimed at fostering international student and fac-
ulty movement across national borders; and the surge in online programs—
comprise a response to and consequence of higher education as an increasing-
ly transcultural and transnational space (for more information about IBCs, 
see Hodges & Kent; Miller & Pessoa; and Rudd & Telafici, this volume). 
This chapter describes a pedagogical project that takes into account this larger 
picture of itinerant student bodies, changing subjectivities, and institutional 
flux, situating it in the context of the global turn in writing studies. This proj-
ect suggests that writing and the exchange of ideas in transnational contexts 
are meaningful to students, and it considers what scholars might learn from 
students as a result of these exchanges. This chapter also suggests some of the 
paradoxes about the transnational spaces we and our students inhabit (for a 
faculty perspective on transnational exchange, see Theado, Johnson, Highly, 
& Omar, this volume).

This chapter reports on a pedagogical partnership among four faculty 
members at the American University of Beirut (AUB) and four at the Uni-
versity of Michigan-Dearborn (UMD), wherein students in eight first-year 
writing sections were partnered with overseas peers to conduct interviews 
and write literacy profiles and follow-up reflective essays. In creating this 
partnership, we wanted to give students the opportunity to investigate one 
another’s literacy practices as they lived, studied, worked, and socialized in 
Beirut (Lebanon) and Dearborn, Michigan (US). 

Beirut and Dearborn are representative of broader, global trends and are 
uniquely “transnational” in terms of their linguistic, cultural and national di-
versity. Lebanon’s capital city confounds and defies easy categorization due 
to religious, ethnic, economic, and linguistic pluralism. In the Hamra neigh-
borhood surrounding the American University of Beirut, for example, one 
finds western fast food chains alongside family-run bakeries specializing in 
man’oushe. Dearborn, Michigan, the home of Ford Motor Company and, for 
much of the twentieth century, a segregated, white residential community, has 
become home to large diaspora communities from many countries, including 
Lebanon, Iraq, and Yemen. Like the area around AUB, the immediate envi-
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rons of the University of Michigan-Dearborn are multilingual (Lebanese-di-
alect Arabic in particular is commonplace), and commuter students can find a 
pre-class man’oushe with zaatar as easily as an Egg McMuffin. These two very 
different places are, at the same time, linked by the migration of residents as 
well as business and economic ties. In short, we posit these two locations, Bei-
rut and Dearborn, as at once particularly “transnational” locales—for example, 
in terms of linguistic, cultural and national diversity among students—and at 
the same time as representative of demographic and socio-cultural trends in 
increasingly globalized, higher education contexts more broadly.

Beirut has historically been viewed as a meeting place of cultures. Many of 
the AUB students claim membership in diverse communities simultaneously. 
Often they have more than one nationality and have lived parts of their lives 
in different countries. They belong to privileged classes not only economical-
ly but also symbolically in terms of their knowledge of different languages, 
their ability to travel abroad, and their access to an elite, private institution 
of higher learning. Many of the Dearborn students come from lower-mid-
dle or working-class backgrounds, and many also have various “hyphenated” 
identities and labels (Arab-American, first-generation college student, Mus-
lim-American, non-traditional), arguably placing themselves on the margins 
of dominant North American academic culture. This atypical situation of an 
encounter between the West, which has some roots in the East, and the East, 
which has claims on the West and its way of life, challenges convention-
al definitions of the local and the global and makes the distinction difficult 
and uncertain. Putting the local and global in contact and dialogue with one 
another moves the emerging context away from static and homogeneous no-
tions of tightly bound context or community, as Canagarajah (2002) puts it.

University students require rhetorical dexterities and sensitivities to nav-
igate increasingly postmodern, global contexts—contexts where identity and 
culture are dynamic and shifting, and where linguistic, racial, and ethnic dif-
ferences are everyday realities. Further, as institutions of higher education 
respond to imperatives to provide critical and contextual literacy training, we 
believe they also (paradoxically perhaps) ought to consider local attributes, 
literacy practices, and material conditions as resources to provide these types 
of critical, literacy lessons (see also Nebel; Ronesi, this volume).

Background and Methods

The idea for the transnational collaboration described in this chapter initially 
emerged from an extended collaboration between Willard-Traub’s classes at 
UMD and classes at a French university, which in turn led to the establish-
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ment of “cross-cultural” writing sections at UMD. When DeGenaro sub-
sequently was appointed as a Fulbright scholar at the American University 
of Beirut during 2010-11, he and Willard-Traub established a “pilot” collab-
oration that joined their writing classes across institutions in doing literacy 
narratives of overseas partners. While working at AUB, DeGenaro met AUB 
co-authors Khoury, Sinno, Iskandarani, and Arnold. During the 2011-12 aca-
demic year, we, the co-authors of this piece, along with two additional faculty 
members at UMD (who later opted out of the data analysis for this project) 
collaborated to develop an IRB-approved joint pedagogical project called the 
“Beirut-Dearborn Writing and Learning Collaborative” (BDWLC).

Specifically, in this project we paired students across institutions and 
asked them to conduct interviews with one another using Skype, Facebook, 
or another form of social media, to learn more about one another’s literacy 
practices. We asked students to find out about the types of reading, writing, 
school, and social media activities that occupied each other’s lives on a dai-
ly basis. Students then composed literacy narratives based on these inter-
views—profiles of the literate activities of their peers abroad. The corpus for 
the present analysis includes the literacy narratives and reflective writings of 
approximately 150 undergraduates at the two universities who, working in 
English during the Winter/Spring semester of 2012, conducted interviews of 
overseas partners, wrote literacy profiles about their partners, and reflected in 
writing on their experiences.

Methodologically, the faculty participating in this project received IRB 
approval for their project at their respective institutions in Fall 2011, and a 
third party collected informed consent in early Spring 2012 from students 
enrolled in the faculty members’ respective sections of first-year writing. After 
the conclusion of the Spring 2012 semester, the co-authors anonymized the 
data, attaching pseudonyms to all student writing, and worked individually 
and then together to rhetorically analyze texts produced out of eight sections 
of first-year writing courses (four at AUB, four at UMD). During this collab-
oration the authors communicated electronically via Skype, email, and an on-
line discussion forum in order to generate initial impressions about the data. 

In formulating these initial impressions, each collaborator identified key 
themes in the writing and areas of pedagogical concern. We decided meth-
odologically on a close, rhetorical analysis of the student writing in large part 
because the literacy narrative assignment itself was an inherently rhetorical 
task, one that required students to take into account in their writing and 
their own data collection (i.e., in their interviews) an initially unfamiliar “au-
dience” (though many students came to know their partners very well, and 
even reported maintaining close ties after the conclusion of the assignment). 
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We compared our first impressions in order to identify overlaps and poten-
tially to reconcile any conflicting interpretations (though we did not encoun-
ter these). Collectively, our analysis was informed by the work of scholars in 
rhetoric and composition, literacy studies and applied linguistics, especially 
those who have advocated for research and teaching that consider the con-
sequences of composing in transnational and global-local contexts, such as 
Suresh Canagarajah and Alastair Pennycook (linguistics), Christiane Dona-
hue, Bruce Horner, and Min-Zhan Lu (rhetoric and composition), Deborah 
Brandt (literacy studies), and Cynthia Selfe, Gail Hawisher, and Patrick Ber-
ry (technology and literacy). 

Through this analysis, we identified the following themes and areas 
of pedagogical concern discussed in this chapter (N.B.: pseudonyms used 
throughout): students’ conceptions about literacy development; the role of 
empathy in students’ emerging sense of themselves as writers and critical users 
of language; students’ attitudes toward language and the value they attached 
to multilingualism; and students’ tendency to rely on overgeneralizations or 
simplifications about their overseas partners’ experiences in ways suggestive 
of the material effects of globalization.

In our analysis of the student writing, we kept in mind admonitions by 
U.S. scholars Christiane Donahue, Chris Anson, and others against adopt-
ing a hegemonic, “import-export” model of U.S.-based writing instruction 
(see Donahue, 2009). We also hope that this transnational project will go 
beyond a neo-liberal “accommodation” model of writing instruction geared 
primarily to “equip[ping] students as ‘global citizens’ who are at ease with 
transnational structures of employment, residency, and commerce” through 
developing skills with intercultural and technologically mediated communi-
cation (Payne, 2012, p. 2)—alternately conceiving of our work as a pedagogy 
of “intervention” (Horner, 2012) that acknowledges pragmatic needs while 
foregrounding context and students’ awareness of their own subjectivities and 
perspectives. 

By encouraging students, as they generated complex definitions of “lit-
eracy,” to consider the flux of contexts and their own shifting, hybrid, and 
dynamic identities, loyalties, and language practices (Starke-Meyerring, 2005, 
p. 476-477) this project ultimately challenged the usefulness of a notion of 
borders as rigidly “fixed ” and supported Lebanese sociologist Samir Khalaf ’s 
(2006) emphasis on the importance of open exchange in a diverse public 
sphere among multiple, complex and shifting perspectives across national 
contexts. At the same time, informed as it was by U.S. writing studies, con-
ducted only in English, and comprising a required assignment for students, 
this project was never free from ideology or cultural influence (an irony not 
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lost on some students). We continue to be attracted nevertheless to the ways 
in which the contours of a collaborative assignment, along with the unique 
sites of our institutions, have the potential for illustrating borders and con-
texts in flux, and to the ways in which such a project is generative of unique, 
transnational narratives of students, institutions, and geographic places.

Students’ Conceptions of Literacy and Writing

Email discussions, reflections, Skype conversations, and drafts culminated 
in the literacy narratives. In examining these literacy narratives, AUB and 
UMD investigators noticed that student attitudes about literacy and writing 
evolved, both cognitively and affectively. We theorize that this maturation 
came about for two reasons: First, students engaged in discussions about the 
concept of literacy, in which traditional and non-traditional literate practices 
were explicitly considered. Second, students were involved in a transnational 
exchange that challenged their assumptions about the “other.” In short, the 
particular demands of the assignment not only helped students come to terms 
with a theoretical understanding of literacy, but also encouraged them to rec-
ognize and articulate similarities, differences, opinions, and competing values 
as they examined the question of literacy together.

During their interactions, partnered peers negotiated their definitions of 
literacy, which ranged from a perception of literacy as the simple ability to 
read and write to a more elaborate awareness of literacy as intricate and mul-
timodal. Some students equated literacy with awareness of context, “a way 
of life and without it, people can’t live and function properly because they 
lack one of the most important necessities of life.” Definitions also included 
“backgrounds[,] . . . parental support as well as childhood reading material.” 
Students also discerned different types of literacies, including digital, social, 
and legal. 

Student definitions or descriptions of literacy in their narratives assumed 
that literacy was rooted in education, but what constituted “education” varied 
for AUB and UMD students; discussions of literacy led to the realization 
that literacy was complex and composite, a sum total of diverse skills and 
resources in addition to those provided by formal education. For example, 
students identified interpersonal skills as part of literacy education, writing 
that “developing social skills at university, in a new environment, and meeting 
new people can also be defined as literacy.” Adapting one’s qualifications and 
skills to the context, being socially dexterous, as well as interviewing a strang-
er, became for students components of literacy.

Analysis of the literacy narratives and reflections also revealed students’ 
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conception of writing. Having an audience in a different national context 
helped illustrate what adapting to a new reader really entails for students. 
Reviews completed by peers at their home institutions were especially help-
ful for making students more aware of the potential for disconnect between 
writers and readers. Advice received from peers refined their conceptions of 
academic writing to include validating claims and including sufficient detail 
to satisfy readers’ needs. 

The differences between personal, creative writing and academic, stan-
dardized writing was a central concern that came up frequently in the literacy 
narratives. To some AUB and UMD students, “creative” writing was seen as 
an expression of emotions and inner self, as a way to deal with life and its 
challenges. One student wrote, “. . . I came to the conclusion that . . . expres-
sive writing, varies depending on culture, the social constraints in academia 
put in place to standardize writing created distance between the writer and 
their audience.” Thus, in this student’s narrative at least, academic writing 
was seen as constrained and externally imposed whereas creative writing was 
perceived as more enjoyable and inspired. Creative and free-writing came to 
be a way to “work through the multitude of emotions [students were] facing.” 
One student pointed out, “writing can be a way to escape solitude. . . . a type 
of anger management, but also a place to express myself . . . . Like a diary with 
character.”

Writing was also clearly seen as performative, a way to get good grades by 
following the prescribed conventions. Many AUB students seemed to learn 
from the example of their UMD peers to include more detail, examples from 
personal experience (which could be said to be more discouraged in the Arab 
world) and integration of authoritative sources. Thus AUB and UMD stu-
dents had to negotiate the cultural dimensions of writing conventions and the 
institutional differences between, for instance, how much “the personal” was 
accepted in academic essays. 

Further, AUB and UMD students sometimes incorporated classroom jar-
gon, co-opting terms like rhetorical situation, discourse community, and similar 
disciplinary terms into their writing. That these are largely terms from U.S. 
writing studies suggests perhaps a hegemonic force at work, despite the best 
intentions of this transnational, global exchange. At times these terms also 
have a rote feel in students’ literacy narratives, something the students them-
selves picked up on and wrote about. One student decried the “structural 
limits put into place by authority figures,” finding them stifling and leading 
to the student’s dislike of academic writing. 

Nonetheless, AUB and UMD students alike felt that academic writing 
should please the teacher and meet with the assignment’s predetermined cri-
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teria. This was also noted in the peer review process (again, a peer review 
completed by local or overseas peers) that followed the interview and first 
draft of the literacy narrative. Although a systematic analysis of peer review 
comments was not a part of this study, we noted anecdotally that some peer 
reviewers seemed to replicate the teacher’s role, while nevertheless seeming 
also to challenge their partners to think more metacognitively. 

Differing levels of formality in format, style, tone and even content also 
allowed students to think more deeply about cultural dimensions of audience. 
Some UMD students expressed surprise at the level of formality of their 
AUB peers’ texts, noting that the tone in their peer’s emails was more appro-
priate for communication with teachers. The inclusion of formal components 
such as a salutation and complimentary closing, as well as formal tone, sen-
tence structure and paragraphing, were surprising for UMD students who ex-
pected less formality in communication with overseas peers. Such encounters 
seemed to bring with them increased awareness of audience and content in a 
mediated context.

Empathy and Transnational Literacy Narratives

The long distance one-on-one conversations between AUB and UMD part-
ners about their feelings revealed moments of empathy. Mead (1993, p. 27) 
defines empathy as the “capacity to take the role of the other and to adopt 
alternative perspectives vis-á-vis oneself.” His definition highlights the cog-
nitive component of empathy where the empathizer is actually able, through 
understanding the object of empathy, to actually put himself/herself in the 
role of the other. Rogers (1969) states that emphatic understanding “means 
temporarily living in [the other person’s] life” (p. 4). Clearly, a reflective inter-
action between the self and the other is essential in the development of empa-
thy among individuals. The current viewpoint that this generation’s seemingly 
increased social connectedness and involvement is often only superficial was 
frequently challenged in our globally connected courses. 

An analysis of the narratives revealed that the most dominant layers of 
connectedness among students were Davis’ (1983; 1996) perspective taking 
and empathic concern. Though it may not be surprising to find incidents 
reflecting empathy on the surface level, instances in literacy narratives based 
solely on online exchanges that show closer connectedness and more involved 
empathy seem significant. For example, Lina, an AUB student, speaks of her 
illiterate grandfather. Janice, her UMD partner, intrigued by this fact, con-
cludes her paper saying, “Maybe I will write a book and I’ll have it made into 
an audio book for all those who might not be ‘literate’.” This student’s em-



Literacy Narratives across Borders   227

phatic concern that motivates her to want to take action to help others shows 
what West (1993) describes as a “capacity to get in touch with the anxieties 
and frustrations of others. . . . The moment of connection means never losing 
sight of the humanity of others” (cited in Schneider, 2005, p. 206).

Indeed, some students demonstrated an attitude of receptiveness, under-
standing, humility, and ultimately empathy. Karim, an AUB student describes 
the process through which he learned about “himself ” through his talks with 
his UMD peer, Gina:

When I first started talking to Gina, I was surprised that she 
was very nice and very helpful, but what truly shocked me is 
that Gina didn’t think that American people are better than 
others. It was then that I realized that it wasn’t Gina that was 
ethnocentric; it was me.

Talking to his peer allowed Karim to revisit his preconceptions about 
Americans. He was guided by the responses to interview questions he re-
ceived from his partner and was able for the time being to lay aside the views 
and values he held for himself in order to enter Gina’s world without preju-
dice (Rogers, 1969). More importantly, he was able to adopt alternative per-
spectives vis-a-vis oneself (Mead, 1993), for he learned more about himself 
through the process of getting to know his partner, and in the process he and 
“the other” juxtaposed their positions by discovering that he might be the 
source of prejudice, and his partner a victim of it. In this sense, Karim entered 
Gina’s world through a mirroring process (Bloom, 2013) and realized that 
what separates the self from the other has become fuzzy and blurry.

Another example of the adoption of an alternative perspective, vis-à-vis 
oneself, is an AUB student, Yousef, who described his UMD peer in empathic 
terms:

Even though he doesn’t have to pay for college, he works 35 
hours per week at a grocery store. When he told me this, I 
was stunned and embarrassed because I have never worked 
in my life and always relied on my parents. I believe this ex-
perience not only made me realize how lucky I am but also 
broadened my mind because it let me see a real example of 
the American way of life, not the one we see in movies or 
read in books, far from preconceptions, far from the single 
story of the US aka the American dream.

Again, students had the chance to think about the literate lives and ma-
terial lives of their partners, as Yousef in the above quotation comes to a 



 228   Arnold, DeGenaro, Iskandarani, Khoury, Sinno, & Willard-Traub

realization about the socio-economic realities of his partner David. The eth-
nographic and personal nature of the exchange allowed the students to go 
beyond simple us/them dichotomies. This sometimes resulted in clichés of 
homogeneity in their writing, but sometimes fostered very concrete specific-
ity as they described one another’s lived experiences around reading, writing, 
and living in the global twenty-first century. 

In an even stronger instance of empathic involvement, another AUB stu-
dent reached the point where he was reflecting on his own priorities:

[My partner] has put her priorities straight; work and ed-
ucation go first, and then goes leisure and fun afterwards. 
She is a non-stop worker. She barely has the time to enjoy 
her weekends or even her vacations. On a Sunday morning 
in Michigan, she was forced to cancel our Skype session be-
cause she was called into work. It made me sad. I wasn’t sad 
because she canceled the interview, but I thought it was too 
much for a 17 years old girl. I remember that Sunday, I had 
nothing to do, I was lying on the couch watching TV after a 
tiring week, and she was still working. I told her every time 
we talked “I’m not going to pressure you, consider it part of 
your free time.”

Thus, it could be argued that these exchanges not only precipitated peer 
empathy but, through this empathy, facilitated a better understanding of the 
self and other cultures. 

Another AUB student compared her experience with bullying in middle 
school to her partner’s experience:

Since I had myself been rejected during that time, I immedi-
ately related to his story. I couldn’t believe that a guy like him 
would be categorized as a “weirdo” and he couldn’t believe 
that a girl like me didn’t have friends. This brought us closer, 
and I think that what I’ve learned from working with him 
is that, no matter how different we think we are, how our 
perceptions of the world can be divergent, we all face the 
same obstacles: having a blurred identity as teenagers, always 
trying to fit in, being judged by others and afraid of standing 
up for ourselves. 

The AUB student analytically compounded both experiences into the 
universal narrative of being bullied, where the self is reflected in the mirror 
of the other. This is likely an example where our own assignments needed to 
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encourage students to go beyond the imperative to homogenize, connect, and 
empathize via signifiers like “bullying.” In this instance, students may have 
had the rewarding experience of connection but may also have lost an oppor-
tunity to articulate and grapple with nuance and difference.

Effectively, the transnational exchange gave students the chance to hear 
stories and share their experiences, thereby creating a dynamic interaction 
among voice, identity, and context. It is this interaction that helped them 
showcase their feelings of empathy and integrate the experience of the other 
into the story of the self. Not every experience was positive—or empathic. 
One AUB student, who happened to be Muslim, wrote that she was “disap-
pointed about how little people in the West know of our lifestyle, religion, 
and traditions. I discovered this when my partner called the mosques ‘Muslim 
churches.’” The UMD student may have connected with the AUB student by 
linking the mosque with “the church” in her own background. However, this 
“connectedness” remained one-sided for it was not recognized as such by the 
partner, reflecting a one-dimensional perspective. Of course, the UMD stu-
dent was an anomaly in many ways—studying (and perhaps living) in a city 
full of mosques and not being familiar with the term—but her lack of famil-
iarity created a negative impression that her partner generalized (“people in 
the West”). However, across these varied moments of connection, it may be 
argued that the virtual journeys and communication mostly fostered transna-
tional empathy with other individuals and contexts, the “unothering” of the 
other. In many instances, the journey turned out to be one of self-discovery 
where learning about the other was often a vehicle to unfolding the self or at 
times even an ingredient in knowing oneself.

Students’ Attitudes to Language and Multilingualism

Our purpose was for students to develop a more critical and sensitive rela-
tionship not only to others, but also to language. While our primary concerns 
as teachers of English-language writing courses tend to focus on rhetorical 
situations in English, students’ attitudes towards multilingualism may in fact 
be important considerations that closely relate to conceptions of “self ” and 
“other” (for a description of other students’ attitudes about multilingualism, 
see Ronesi, this volume). The transnational dialogue among our students elic-
ited explicit writing and reflection about multilingual language practices. The 
literacy narratives therefore offer an important place to begin analyzing what 
attitudes about language(s) can tell us about literacy and learning as well 
as the ways in which transnational collaborations can benefit both students 
and teachers who are negotiating monolingual contexts and expectations. It 
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should be noted that these exchanges among students were not always En-
glish monolingual, even though students were enrolled in English-medium 
institutions. In several instances where the UMD student spoke Arabic, part-
ners chose to communicate in a combination of English and Arabic.

For some UMD students the language practices of their peers in Beirut 
appear to have been central to their understanding of AUB students’ iden-
tities—at least according to the titles of their literacy profiles: “A Language 
Beside One’s Own,” “Tongues of the World,” “Fluencies,” “An Outburst of 
Miscommunication,” “The English Language,” and “The Language of Leb-
anon.” Often UMD students were fascinated by AUB students’ multilingual 
lives: Beirut students’ knowledge of multiple languages really distinguished 
them in the eyes of their American counterparts, though occasionally UMD 
students used diction (“outburst of miscommunication”) suggesting a nega-
tive connotation for these same skills.

Students’ actual discussions about language practices in the literacy narra-
tives reveal a set of assumptions and stereotypes about what languages mean 
in context, particularly as they are used by “foreigners.” For example, some 
UMD students expressed surprise about their partners’ fluency in English, 
revealing no knowledge of Lebanon’s multilingualism, sometimes juxtaposing 
this with admiration for their multilingualism. Of course, given the back-
ground of many Dearborn students, linguistic realities in Beirut were not 
unknown to many of them and in fact, many Dearborn students are also mul-
tilingual. However, this knowledge and personal capability did not keep stu-
dents from commenting on their AUB partners’ use of English in particular. 
For example, a UMD student points out that her AUB partner, whose “father 
is Lebanese and mother is German,” “speak[s] to [her] mother in French 
and Arabic to [her] father.” She then writes that “Listening to [her partner] 
answer my questions and speak in English was cool to me because I felt as 
if I was speaking to someone attending . . . [UMD]. Her English was really 
good and the more we talked, the more we figured that we are pretty similar.” 
Even though this UMD student had the ability to speak in Arabic with her 
partner, she seemed to feel more comfortable communicating in English for 
this project and she felt a certain familiarity in doing so, perhaps because she 
considers English to be the most appropriate language for school or educa-
tional purposes. Other possible explanations are that because she and her 
partner were communicating across a social media platform, English seemed 
most appropriate, or that they associated English with youth culture (both 
students mentioned communicating with their parents in Arabic). Or, per-
haps a variety of reasons—conscious or unconscious—prompted the students 
to use English. Regardless, the exchange itself gave the students agency to 
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make a choice about what language they preferred, or perhaps an opportunity 
to engage in code-meshing if they chose, and, later, to reflect on those choices.

UMD students frequently commented on the perceived, practical value of 
the multilingualism of their AUB peers, noting, for example, the professional 
possibilities language skills represent. Others focused on the educational and 
cultural use-values of English for their overseas peers. One UMD student 
(mis)characterized the study of English at AUB as the study of a foreign lan-
guage, when in fact most Lebanese students grow up learning English from 
a very early age, synchronously with other languages. Drawing on her own 
experience as a monolingual student studying in the US, the student wrote of 
her partner’s literacy: “I was intrigued by her wanting to pursue an advanced 
comprehension of English since I thought that a foreign language, in gen-
eral, would be less focused upon overseas, as it is in the United States.” This 
student’s ready assumption about English’s use-value, her assumptions about 
her partner’s capabilities in the language, and her North American frame of 
reference led her to characterize other subjects as “more demanding” and the 
learning of languages, in general, as a “useless” pursuit. As with most facets of 
literacy, attitudes toward multilingualism among UMD students were varied 
and informed by lived (sometimes limited) experience.

For their part, AUB students also seemed interested in making connec-
tions with their peers’ language capabilities or attempts to learn other lan-
guages. In the connections that they made, however, AUB students tended 
to suggest implicitly (and perhaps accurately) that they were the experts vis-
á-vis multilingualism. For example, one AUB student noted that her partner 
“just speaks English, but he took one Spanish course at school . . . I took 
English and Spanish courses at school, but moreover, I can speak French and 
Arabic. The fact that he doesn’t travel that much can be the cause of his lack 
of second language. He never traveled outside USA, he didn’t need to use 
another language than English.” Again, the subject of literacy allowed the 
students to explore each other’s material lives—in this case, including con-
trasting exposure to language study and contrasting socio-economic status 
as well. On one hand, the UMD student is positioned (perhaps accurately) 
as being in a privileged position because he doesn’t “need” to speak any oth-
er language, which, of course, might be an anachronistic observation if one 
believes that in the era of globalization we all “need” multilingual and mul-
ticultural skills. Paradoxically, this observation about the student also reveals 
that despite speaking a global lingua franca he still does not have access to 
international travel—suggesting, perhaps, a certain irony regarding elements 
of western hegemony.

Another student found her partner’s interest in French “intriguing” but 
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also problematic. In response to her UMD partner’s explanation that “I want-
ed to major in French because I find it so interesting that one person can 
just switch languages and it is not gibberish,” the AUB student offered a 
soft critique, writing that, “His remark was very acute, yet it overlooked an 
important aspect of being multilingual: one does not simply ‘switch’ between 
two languages. In fact, the transition between two tongues is often paved 
with struggles.” Again, the AUB student is in the position of speaking from 
experience and authority. 

Some AUB students articulated similar assumptions connected to the 
monolingualism of their UMD partners. One AUB student, for example, was 
surprised by her monolingual partner’s perceived imperfections with written 
English, writing that “As I was expecting, Denise was fluent when it came to 
speaking English. It’s the main and only language that she speaks. However, 
I was amazed how she never got the hang of writing!” Another AUB student, 
however, offered a telling anecdote: She asked her UMD partner what lan-
guages she speaks and was told, “It is funny to ask such a question, because 
it is uncommon for Americans to know more than one language.” The AUB 
student reflected, “I think maybe their language is the worldwide used lan-
guage so they are not in need to know another one.” In this case, the AUB 
student did not belittle her partner’s lack of languages other than English but 
rather understood her partner’s monolingualism as evidence or consequence 
of English’s global value. Further, her words at the same time offer a subtle (or 
perhaps not-so-subtle) critique of the hegemony of English, suggesting her 
coming to a tentative conclusion that monolingualism might itself represent 
privilege.

Challenges and Limitations of the Project

As our collective experience attests, and as some of the examples above il-
lustrate, the integration of a transnational exchange within a writing class—
while certainly providing students with an innovative and engaging learning 
experience—does not mean that students’ writing will achieve the level of 
richness or complexity we know, or hope, is possible during an opportunity 
such as this. Ultimately, we realize that our students are still practicing writ-
ing: in writing classes, students are attempting to find a voice that will be 
legible within academic contexts (for a discussion on students’ struggles to 
achieve authorial voice, see Jarkas & Fakhreddine, this volume); they are of-
ten negotiating the social, educational, and cultural differences between high 
school and college; and more practically, they are struggling to understand 
and meet the expectations of their teachers. It is not a surprise, therefore, 
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that we found our collaboration not only rewarding, but also challenging and 
limiting. We articulate some of these limitations here and consider some re-
visions we have undertaken in subsequent collaborations. 

As we have already noted, students on both sides of this exchange ex-
pressed surprise and often delight at finding that their partners were so much 
“like” them. For example, they felt they shared a sense of the importance of 
relationships with family, and some shared affinity for European and U.S. lit-
erature and music. This identification at times led to expressions of empathy 
and concern for each other, with some students reporting they planned in 
the future to stay in touch over Facebook or hoped to meet some day when 
traveling abroad. Such reflections, taking place outside the assignment proper, 
exemplify the potential materiality (Bleich, 2013) of transnational language 
exchanges. That this exchange was, itself, focused on the uses of language in 
students’ lives—on their own experiences with literacy—perhaps made for an 
even more profound experience of this materiality.

As has been pointed out, however, students tended also at times to 
over-generalize about their own and others’ experiences: presenting (or at 
least being perceived by their partners as presenting) their own individual 
experiences as representative of either the US or Lebanon (or the Levant 
more generally), and then generalizing yet again about how their peers’ expe-
riences were like or were different than their own. Ironically, perhaps, feelings 
of empathy in students could increase a tendency to over-generalize: in such 
a transnational exchange and collaboration, over-identification with partners’ 
experiences may be as problematic for students’ critical reflection about how 
literacy, schooling, and culture are complex within and across geographic, na-
tional and institutional boundaries, changing over time and as individuals and 
contexts change. In other words, a “simple” kind of empathy or over-identi-
fication could well undercut the exchange’s potential for promoting a strong, 
material agency on the part of students for whom the conclusion, “Well, we’re 
so much more alike than I ever would have imagined,” neglects important 
differences.

We are not suggesting, of course, that we would want to discount our stu-
dents’ discoveries about similarities or discourage their feelings of empathy in 
favor, conversely, of overstating the scope or significance of difference (which 
would be just as inaccurate). Still, with such projects it is important to keep 
in mind, as feminist rhetoricians Wendy Hesford and Wendy Kozol (2005, 
2011) also have suggested, that western representations of o/Others may serve 
uncritical, globalized discourses and political hegemonies (even when those 
representations purport to serve purposes of advocacy) if—in attempting to 
prompt western audiences to connect or empathize with o/Others—they 
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elide important (material) differences in lieu of newfound “understandings” 
and feelings of empathy, or take on a “paternal,” “maternal,” or “rescuer” ori-
entation. 

This outcome—the ability to recognize commonalities without defaulting 
to uncritical, “universal” understandings—requires time built in to the as-
signment for the kind of reflection that Jacqueline Royster and Gesa Kirsch 
(2012) call “strategic contemplation” (p. 84). Relatively early on in her literacy 
profile, for example, one UMD student reported that even though her AUB 
partner very much enjoyed writing, including writing for pleasure outside 
of school, her partner had decided not to pursue writing as a career. Mary 
quotes her partner first as giving this reason for not pursuing a career as a 
writer: “‘Becoming a writer is one of my dreams but in this digitized world, I 
believe there isn’t a place for writers anymore. In Lebanon and even in other 
countries people don’t tend to read like before. These days people are on the 
internet 24/7.’” 

The generalization made by Mary’s partner that there is no “place for writ-
ers” in a digitized world is one that appears to have stood briefly without chal-
lenge in the interview/conversation though not, ultimately, in Mary’s essay. 
Mary further goes on to quote her partner as identifying yet a different (and 
perhaps more compelling) reason for setting particular career goals: “‘I’d love 
to become a writer but unfortunately writers don’t make money these days 
and you know what a big role money plays these days. . . . Despite that I have 
to tell you, something changed my mind a little bit and gave me some hope. 
I watched a video called Chimamanda Adichie: The danger of a single story. 
Please try to find this video on YouTube and watch it. Because of this video 
now, I believe that if I have the will to deliver my words to people, I will find 
a way to do so one day.’” 

In this example, Mary’s partner reflected upon Adichie’s TED talk, which 
had been shown to her class, as an opportunity for strategic contemplation 
trained on her own generalizations about literacy. Mary, on the other hand, 
ended her essay by coming to two conclusions, both generalizations unsup-
ported either by her own or her partner’s experience, or by other data: Mary 
concluded first that U.S. students see writing as a more viable career op-
tion than do students in Lebanon; and second, she concluded that this was 
true because of the relative, greater freedom of expression that exists in the 
US compared to Lebanon. Further, Mary came to these generalizations de-
spite also saying she believed that “all college students” everywhere have been 
“brainwashed” to think they must choose careers based on how much money 
they stand to make in the future. While she says in her essay that she is struck 
by her partner’s mentioning a few times having “hope” for a less circum-
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scribed future, Mary fails to follow up on how or why such hope might exist 
for her partner—losing an opportunity to reflect critically on the limits of her 
own generalizations. 

Once our study was completed, two team members (Willard-Traub at 
UMD and Iskandarani at AUB) continued to engage our students in the 
transnational exchange during four additional semesters, through Fall 2015. 
The extended collaboration/interview/literacy narrative was again assigned to 
students, but with three major changes designed to increase the opportunities 
for all students to engage in strategic reflection and revision. First, the student 
exchange was preceded with a required writing task that formed a shared ba-
sis for exploring notions of literacy. This task also focused students’ attention 
on a nuanced argument about generalizations based on cultural difference. 
Specifically, the assignment asked students to summarize the main points 
and respond personally to Adichie’s TED talk entitled “The Danger of the 
Single Story” mentioned in Mary’s essay. In the talk, Adichie speaks directly 
to how single “stories” that generalize the experiences of those who are cul-
turally and/or linguistically the “Others” function, and how these stories have 
material consequences on their lifestyles, literacies, and career opportunities. 

Secondly, the two collaborating team members involved themselves in 
the large group dialogue with all of their students, each Skyping into full 
class meetings with each other’s students to talk a little about themselves 
and answer questions about the aims of the assignment. During these Skype 
sessions, the two team members introduced themselves and opened the floor 
to student questions that often paralleled the sample interview questions that 
were an integral part of the interview process. Students asked about their pro-
fessors’ lifestyles, their literacy habits, and they often ended up sharing with 
them little vignettes from their lives. In effect, they modeled a collaborative 
interview, with whole classes participating in the exercise. 

And finally, the two team members used reflection as a critical interven-
tion strategy, asking students to send copies of the revised essays to their 
partners who, after reading what was written about them, reflected on those 
texts. Specifically, they asked them to respond to the following questions: 

How does it feel when others have written about you? Were 
you surprised while reading your partner’s paper? Did your 
partner present a new perspective about your culture? What 
do you have to say about “seeing yourself through your part-
ner’s eyes”?

Through this opportunity for critical reflection about their own and their 
partners’ observations and values, and the differences among these, students 
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repositioned themselves as emerging writers who could analyze and gener-
alize the experiences of those coming from another cultural and/or linguistic 
background, and who also could interpret the impact of these narratives on 
their own material lives. 

In Fall 2014, the assignment was further enhanced through the addition of 
another opportunity for strategic contemplation—and for accountability—
on the part of students. Indeed, once the students had exchanged their final 
drafts with overseas partners, they filled out peer review forms which required 
elaborate feedback in the form of comments, criticism, and suggestions. In 
this way, students were involved in a more focused type of reflection while 
maintaining some level of control as well. These transnational peer reviews 
allowed students not only to correct mistakes of fact, but also to negotiate the 
meanings and limits of generalizations about experiences.

Even with these revisions in place, we acknowledge that improvement in 
critical thinking and writing practices takes time; no single assignment or as-
signment sequence should be understood as a “magic bullet” that can resolve 
the difficulty every writer experiences as he or she navigates the numerous 
rhetorical choices involved in composing for a variety of audiences. With this 
caveat in mind, we see the transnational exchange required in our assignment 
as particularly fruitful in that it encourages students to consider perspectives 
and lives other than their own. The exchange required students to listen and 
respond to a peer, leading them to identify commonalities and differences to-
ward a better understanding of themselves and others. Even when these com-
monalities and differences are expressed in stereotypical or simplistic fashion, 
we believe the process of engagement and dialogue—and the moments of 
empathy and recognition that students experienced as a result—suggest that 
they are primed to think in new ways about the world and the people who 
live in it. We argue that such priming represents a positive consequence of the 
exchange, in that it may inform future ways of writing and will certainly last 
far beyond any given semester.

Conclusion

The transnational exchange fostered an awareness of what Eileen Schell 
(2006) has termed “rhetorical location” (p. 168), an awareness that forging an 
effective relationship with a particular audience also must involve articulating 
a relationship to the culture(s) and language(s) of the communication con-
text. As students communicated with their partners and gained more under-
standing of their peers’ ideas, circumstances, experiences and context, they not 
only gained more understanding of themselves and their situations as writers, 
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but also entered and constructed a mediated, transnational community. All of 
this made them more aware and hopefully more critical of their role and po-
sition as writers, of expectations and conventions, and of possible alternatives 
for communicating their ideas, helping them to realize that as writers they 
make choices about strategies. They could contest, negotiate and or adapt as 
they practiced their agency (Bourdieu, 1986).

Part of the appeal for students which they expressed in their reflections 
was that the subject matter meshed with the reader, and inevitably with the 
writer him- or herself. Writing about their partners became a way to write 
also about themselves, as they reflected on how their and their peer’s experi-
ence, ideas, values, and understandings compared. This Russian-doll situation 
fascinated students and made the assignment appealing in spite of the dif-
ficulties AUB and UMD students faced with logistics like conflicting time 
zones and very different university calendars. Students in academic writing 
courses do not always have opportunities for writing about themselves and/
or their peers as literate agents but, in this instance, they had the chance to 
at once analyze literacy practices and take part in those practices as well. 
Students experienced a sense of satisfaction because in the context and com-
munity of an academic writing course they practiced agency in giving a voice 
to a subject which is usually alienated, to borrow Foucault’s notion (Rabinow, 
1991). The context in which students’ writing was created was the most nota-
ble aspect of the transnational exchange. Though the students were compos-
ing in a supposedly global context, they were creating through their exchange 
their own local context, or perhaps more accurately, a local-global context 
that contradicted stereotypes about Orient and Occident. 

A consideration of students’ individual reflections, both contained within 
their literacy profiles and as commentaries upon reading the profiles oth-
ers had written of them, offer insights about a larger institutional ethos for 
such projects—an ethos centered not simply on preparing students for living 
and working in globalized economies but rather (or also) centered on stu-
dents’ ongoing development as language users and as critical thinkers about 
language use within contexts that are both local and global simultaneously. 
When we think then of larger, institutional ethos, we might also consider 
how projects such as these both communicate and help shape an institution-
al awareness about rhetorical location, especially on the part of universities 
which are notoriously slow to change despite the fact they serve students 
coming from increasingly diverse socio-economic, cultural and geographic 
backgrounds—students who themselves are already (or soon will be) mov-
ing into and out of complicated transnational and transcultural spaces. Such 
transnational pedagogies challenge programs and institutions more broadly 
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to conceive of their mission also as interventionist, as not simply preparing 
students for jobs and careers within a global marketplace but as preparing 
them also to act within those contexts in ways they ordinarily might not, 
perhaps ways that even subvert widely held values or practices of the mar-
ketplace. In short, transnational projects such as these model for students 
the agency they purport to teach; that they model that change over time is a 
necessary condition for such agency.

For programs and institutions as well, such opportunities for critical re-
flection about shared values and differences in mission are important to initi-
ating and evolving partnerships. What does each program/institution have at 
stake in any given project? In what ways (if any) do students have the oppor-
tunities to examine their home—and partner—university’s “stake”? An anal-
ysis of our collaboration, for example, might also profit from a consideration 
of how being at “American-style,” English-language universities affected the 
outcomes of the exchange. An analysis also might profit from considering 
how differences in students’ socio-economic status—in addition to national 
and cultural backgrounds—affected the exchange. Many students at UMD 
for example were in awe of AUB students’ relatively extensive experience with 
private secondary schools and travel abroad, and AUB students were in equal 
amazement about the number of hours a week students at UMD work at 
outside jobs. It’s fair to ask the question whether students’ differences so-
cio-economically, even more than culturally or linguistically, weren’t some of 
the most important differences in this exchange, especially given the realities 
of the globalized economy in which all of them find (and will continue to 
find) themselves living and working.

Projects such as ours have the potential for turning institutions “inside 
out” in ways that can drive other changes. These changes might include new 
programs and courses, such as the “cross-cultural writing” sections now of-
fered in the writing program at UMD, as well as broader, institutional chang-
es such as a greater appreciation and integration of translingual approaches to 
language difference advocated by many scholars (e.g., Canagarajah; Horner, 
Lu, Royster & Trimbur; Tardy). Such projects also might be expanded as part 
of signature efforts in the first year. In Developing and Sustaining Successful 
First-Year Programs (2013), Greenfield, Keup, and Gardner describe programs 
and the “high-impact” pedagogies attached to them which are designed to 
promote student engagement and help ensure success and retention in the 
all-important first year—optimally on any one campus a constellation of 
programs, curricular and co-curricular. Often, however, such programs ne-
cessitate a change in institutional culture, in particular because they require 
collaboration with a range of constituencies on campus and involve signifi-
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cant faculty development. Having said this, what would a project like ours 
look like were it to be expanded to include faculty and students working in 
courses in the social or natural sciences, or professional schools? How might 
beginning students in engineering, for example, benefit from a collaborative 
exchange about professional aspirations within globalized, corporate con-
texts? What would be the benefit for students new to a pre-med major, or to 
a major in education or business, of a transnational exchange that emphasized 
collaborating with diverse others? Projects such as ours raise many exciting 
questions and possibilities.
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In this chapter, the authors hypothesize that first-year compo-
sition students benefit from explicit instruction in developing 
what we call “authorial voice.” To study this hypothesis, the 
authors analyzed the academic, personal, and reflective writing 
of 44 students taking Advanced Academic English courses 
at the American University of Beirut. This study showcases 
the impact of multi-leveled explicit instructions that have 
been developed in assignments that emphasize the rhetorical 
moves that students can make when incorporating internal 
and external sources/voices into their writing. The authors then 
trace to what extent students were able to achieve an “authorial 
voice,” distinguishing between an array of voices across a vari-
ety of writing genres in their reflective and academic writing 
assignments. The chapter’s findings suggest that although L2/3 
students coming from the MENA region gradually learn to 
incorporate external voices into their texts, they struggle with 
maintaining and interweaving their “authorial voice” with the 
other voices they refer to in their academic argumentative 
writing.

Keywords: authorial voice; writing pedagogy; positioning; L2 
writing; rhetorical moves

Context and Motivation

Although voice is “one of the most frequent metaphors employed in rhetoric 
and composition” (Yancey, 1994, p. vii), scholars who have written about and 
debated the importance of the concept of voice in writing have used the term in 
such various ways that the metaphor of voice seems “to mean almost anything” 
(Elbow, 1994, p. 2). A look at the literature demonstrates what Zhao (2012) 
refers to as the “elusive nature” (p. 217) of the concept of voice, resulting in its 
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emergence as a controversial concept (Elbow, 1994; Hirvela & Belcher, 2001). 
As such, it has also been difficult for critics to assess studies written on voice be-
cause they fail to address what scholars initially meant by the term (Stapleton, 
2002; see responses by Atkinson, 2001; Elbow, 1999; Matsuda & Tardy, 2008). 

Despite the fact that some critics from second-language writing feel that 
voice has been overstated in the literature and that more emphasis should be 
put on ideas and arguments in L2 writing than on voice (Stapleton, 2002), the 
literature shows that considerable attention continues to be given to voice as 
an integral element in academic writing and an essential component of writing 
pedagogy. Researchers who have attempted to measure voice in their students’ 
writing (Macalister, 2010; Zhao, 2012) seem to place little emphasis on how to 
specifically train L2 students to acquire appropriate voices in their writing. Yet, 
this is an approach that we find imperative in our writing pedagogy so that 
students can learn how to distinguish and maintain their own voices (Hyland, 
2005) while interweaving their voices with the voices of other authors (for ad-
ditional studies on student writing in this volume, refer to Arnold, DeGenaro, 
Iskandarani, Khoury, Sinno, & Willard-Traub; and Ronesi, this volume). 

We believe that by empowering L2/3 writers—for whom English could 
be their second or third language (if they were French educated)—to acquire 
what we call an “authorial voice,” their arguments and ideas will become clearer 
and more persuasive in their academic writing. We define authorial voice as 
the use of language that articulates the author’s position clearly, particularly 
in relation to other voices or texts. As teachers at the American University of 
Beirut (AUB), we find that authorial voice in the first-year composition (FYC) 
classroom is illustrated well in personal and reflective writing; our goal in this 
study was to understand whether, and how, explicit instruction of three rhe-
torical moves—what Joseph Harris (2006) calls “coming to terms,” “forward-
ing,” and “countering”—might improve FYC students’ ability to develop an 
authorial voice in academic writing contexts. By “rhetorical moves,” we refer to 
Harris’ notion, explained in Rewriting: How to do Things with Texts, that when 
incorporating external sources, voices, or texts into our own research writing 
and thought, we enter a dialogue and use a set of writing strategies to push the 
conversation forward. We refer explicitly to the rhetorical moves described in 
Rewriting because they offer students practical rhetorical strategies through 
which texts can be incorporated into students’ academic writing as they develop 
and maintain an authorial voice.

Our Study

The purpose of our research was to study the effectiveness of our assignments 
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in the second of a two-semester FYC sequence at AUB in helping students 
develop an authorial voice. Our assignments, as well as in-class instruction, 
specifically focus on the three rhetorical moves noted above. In our analysis, 
we consider whether, and to what extent, students achieve an authorial voice 
in their academic writing after being given explicit instruction in these moves. 
We ground our research questions in the notion that it is writing teachers’ re-
sponsibility to embrace the concept of authorial voice in their pedagogy and 
explicitly train students to make the appropriate rhetorical moves to develop 
their own authorial voices. We find inspiration in Harris’ Rewriting (2006), 
Elbow’s “Voice in Writing Again: Embracing Contraries” (2007), and Bazer-
man’s “Creating Identities in an Intertextual World” (2015).

Our study investigates the following questions:

1. To what extent does explicit instruction of “coming to terms,” “for-
warding,” and “countering,” as described in Harris (2006), help stu-
dents develop an authorial voice in their academic writing?

2. How do FYC students reflect on the notion of authorial voice in the 
activities they do in academic writing courses?

Research on teaching voice indicates that it is a problematic issue (Cad-
man, 1997; Fox, 1994; Hinkel, 1999; Ramanathan & Atkinson, 1999; Ramana-
than & Kaplan, 1996; Stapleton, 2002; Wu & Rubin, 2000) in the context 
that certain social practices of the L2 learner’s culture operate as inhibitors 
against promoting the individualized voice, authorial identity and presence 
required when writing in English. Linguists have argued that interdependent 
or hierarchical values may either prevent L2 learners from projecting a strong 
voice in their writing or diminish their presence as authors (Helms-Park & 
Stapleton, 2003). However, these studies have dealt primarily with students in 
East Asia or Latin America. 

Our study extends this list to include L2/3 students in the MENA region, 
mostly from Lebanon, Syria, and Palestine, for whom individualism as a con-
cept is not so foreign, although they may belong to collectivist cultures. As 
this study shows, these students are neither “voiceless” nor “devoid of a writ-
erly identity” (Hirvela & Belcher, 2001, p. 84) upon entrance to the university. 
As L2/3 writing teachers ourselves, we see that “voice is not necessarily tied to 
the ideology of individualism,” nor is it “necessarily foreign to students who 
come from so-called collectivist cultures” (Matsuda, 2001, p. 140). 

The challenge our students face, as L2/3 writers, is in developing an autho-
rial voice, in which they position themselves in writing, where they need to 
clearly “adopt a point of view to both the issues discussed in the text[s] [they 
use] and to others who hold points of view on those issues” (Hyland, 2008, p. 
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5). Hence, we adopt Elbow’s (2007) notion of voice as a powerful metaphor 
that allows writing teachers to support students, and we endorse Bazerman’s 
(2015) advice that we, as writing teachers, need to create appropriate tasks 
and nurture a suitable environment for students to create and reinvent their 
authorial voices and identities. We believe that students should be capable 
of creating their own “authorial identity” (Pittam, Elander, Lusher, Fox, & 
Payne, 2009, p. 154) in their writing, a task that is difficult for novice writers 
in English to achieve. We want students to gain practice articulating an au-
thorial voice, establishing a position within what we call a “dance of voices,” 
where students learn to interweave their voices with those of other authors, 
orchestrating those other voices to support an argument and push the aca-
demic conversation in new directions. 

In other words, we argue that students can better control this “dance of 
voices” with explicit instruction on rhetorical moves that develop an authorial 
voice. This practice, in turn, enables L2/3 FYC students to more easily come 
to terms with the intertextual nature of writing (see Bazerman, 2015). We 
believe all college students need to receive explicit training in how to write 
about the “sea” of scholarly texts available (Bazerman, 2003, p. 83) and to in-
tegrate the ideas of others to support their own “authorial voices,” rather than 
eclipsing them. 

Research Design and Methods

Our action-research study was conducted with three sections of Advanced 
Academic English (English 204) at AUB, during the seven-week summer 
semester of 2014, after having piloted it with two sections during spring 2014. 
We obtained IRB approval from AUB and presented consent forms to each 
other’s students after they had submitted their final research papers. We as-
sured students that we would not open the consent forms until all final grades 
had been formally released, to protect them from undue pressure. Students 
were asked to insert their signed consent forms in sealed envelopes and drop 
them off at the English department’s main office to further protect them. 
Seventeen students signed the consent forms and provided pseudonyms. All 
excerpts from students’ writing reproduced in this chapter use the pseud-
onyms they suggested in their consent documents. It is imperative to men-
tion here that we did not inform students of the purpose of our study at 
the beginning of the semester, because we wanted them to work on their 
assignments with no undue pressure and to trace the process of development 
of their authorial voices without imposing our own hypothesis that, with the 
support of explicit instruction in three of Harris’ rhetorical moves, they would 
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be able to invent and cultivate an authorial voice as they took a position in 
their academic writing. 

For the study, we selected representative samples from a variety of writing 
assignments. Our pedagogy in English 204 is process-oriented and mainly 
designed to offer L2/3 student writers “training in academic critique, argu-
mentation, and research,” as stated in the course syllabus. In English 204, 
students write informally in addition to composing rough drafts to produce 
approximately 30 pages of formal writing. The course focuses on the develop-
ment of students’ critical thinking, reading, and writing, and the development 
of analyzing, critiquing, and synthesizing ideas from a variety of texts. The 
course outcomes, in turn, require attention to positioning and the develop-
ment of an authorial voice in academic writing. To meet these goals, we de-
signed a number of reflective and personal (informal) and academic (formal) 
assignments throughout the semester that would emphasize the rhetorical 
move(s) commensurate with the specific assignment and level of difficulty 
for our students. In order to create a suitable environment to “nurture the 
students’ invention of themselves as powerful academic writers” and acquire 
an authorial voice (Bazerman, 2015, p. 45), we engaged students in a number of 
activities, including oral presentations, and assigned them a variety of written 
genres throughout the period of study. The assignments were ordered so that 
students would gain the skills needed to develop a longer argumentative es-
say. Some of these assignments called for personal and reflective voices, while 
others initiated their entry into research writing within their learning com-
munities and encouraged them to experiment with different authorial voices 
and rhetorical practices. For the latter, students accessed academic articles, 
which they learned to “come to terms” with through paraphrase, quotation, 
and summary. Then, they learned to use academic texts to “forward” ideas, or 
evidence, in agreement with their arguments. Finally, they learned to “count-
er,” in which they presented counter arguments and traced the limitations of 
academic arguments. 

In order to analyze students’ assignments, we developed two checklists ad-
opted from Ivanič & Camps (2001) and Whitney (2011) (see Appendix). The 
first checklist directed our assessment of students’ informal reflective writing, 
while the second checklist guided our assessment of their formal academic 
assignments. We used the first checklist to measure the extent to which stu-
dents were able to position themselves in the context of their assignments, 
and take a position of authority or control over their own writing. The first 
checklist also guided us in measuring students’ ability to clearly convey a mes-
sage, engage the reader using a unique personal voice, and use appropriate 
evidence to illustrate their own ideas. We also wanted to analyze the extent 
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to which students were able to control their own writing by speaking their 
own mind and pulling away from mere repetition of others’ ideas. We used 
the second checklist to analyze the extent to which students could incorpo-
rate textual examples and creatively interweave other writers’ ideas into their 
own texts while maintaining a strong authorial voice in their argumentative 
academic writing (Ivanič & Camps, 2001; Harris, 2006; Whitney, 2011).

AUB Students

The FYC student cohort at AUB has a complex language background. In 
the case of the Lebanese students who form the majority in our classes, the 
National Lebanese High School Curriculum does not stipulate that all in-
struction be taught in their first language (L1), standard Arabic. Sciences and 
math are taught in a foreign language L2/3 (English or French), while social 
studies is taught in standard Arabic, the L1. In addition, all students are re-
quired to learn a third language (L3), French or English, in grades 7-12. As 
such, students who enroll at AUB could have Arabic as their L1, alongside 
French and English as their L2 and L3. In some private schools, foreign lan-
guages might be taught in other arrangements (for example, some students 
may grow up with French as their L1, English as their L2, and Arabic as a 
third required language). Besides the complicated nature of government-stip-
ulated language requirements, there is a clear discrepancy in the language 
level among students coming from public and private schools, where there is 
more emphasis on the first foreign language (English/French) in the private 
schools than state-owned public schools. More importantly, in the context of 
writing, while students in some private schools, including those in the Inter-
national Baccalaureate Program, are required to write documented research 
papers using APA or MLA style, students who follow the National Lebanese 
Curriculum are not trained to write more than 250-300 word personal opin-
ion essays in English. 

The majority of FYC students at AUB enroll in English 203 (Academic 
English) upon entry and then move on to English 204 (Advanced Academic 
English). We chose to carry out action research with students enrolled in 
English 204 because it is the final required writing course for most AUB 
students. Moreover, these students are expected to acquire transferable skills 
that enable them “to use information ethically, develop critical approaches 
to discourse, design research projects, and produce oral and written accounts 
of their research” (English 204 course syllabus). As writing teachers working 
with these groups, we also regard it as our responsibility to introduce these 
students to the concept of entering the “Burkean parlor” (as quoted in Harris, 
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2006, p. 34) in academic writing, to teach them how to appropriately posi-
tion themselves as writers in their discourse communities and become life-
long learners able to act on “worldwide stages mediated by texts” (Bazerman, 
2015, p. 45). For this reason, we developed explicit instruction about rhetorical 
moves students should make when they incorporate other voices into their 
own academic writing. 

Results and Analysis

The sequence of assignments in this study was designed to allow students 
to identify and gradually develop their authorial voice through at least three 
phases in different contexts. First, students were asked to articulate an autho-
rial voice in personal writing through an introductory letter (what we’ll call 
a “cover letter”) and personal narrative; then, in the next few assignments, 
students were asked to apply explicit instruction in three of Harris’ rhetorical 
moves to argumentative research-based writing. The final assignments—peer 
review and final reflection—asked students to demonstrate meta-awareness 
of authorial voice. 

Building on the concept of the “architecture of voice” (Hirvela & Belcher, 
2001, p. 84) we traced and analyzed the level to which the novice writers were 
able to distinguish among an array of voices across a variety of genres as they 
worked on the sequenced assignments. We also wanted to see to what extent 
our explicit instruction in the three rhetorical moves enabled them to acquire 
an authorial voice as they “forwarded” or “countered” other authors’ ideas in 
their academic writing (Harris, 2006). 

Authorial Voice in Personal Writing 

The notion of authorial voice as an expressive medium was called upon early 
on in the semester. We started with low-stakes personal and informal tasks 
that asked students to articulate an authorial voice in genres they were likely 
already comfortable with, such as the cover letter and the personal narrative. 
In the cover letter, students were asked to create a personal profile in which 
they introduced themselves to their writing community, and determined a 
writing goal they might set for themselves to achieve upon taking the course. 
In the second assignment, the personal narrative, we introduced the “Burkean 
parlor” metaphor, which is one of the prominent steering concepts in the 
course. The metaphor allows students to experiment with positioning their 
own voice within a writing/learning community where they could participate 
in a conversation and reflect on what they did in order to be able to effec-
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tively participate in a debate. They were instructed to refer to the source(s) 
they had read to be able to better participate in the debate and add value to 
the conversation on the topic; in addition, they had to reflect on their par-
ticipation in that discussion to assess their experience and show how they 
could distinguish their own “voice” among the other voices participating in 
the conversation. 

Both assignments were designed in a way to enable students to express 
their authorial voice before being “appropriated by specialized discourse” 
(Bartholomae, 1986, p. 9), and before being exposed to academic writing con-
ventions of the argumentative synthesis. These informal assignments were 
analyzed based on the first checklist we developed (see Appendix) to examine 
how they were able to position themselves in a writing context, engage the 
reader in a conversation on the ideas being discussed, and express a unique 
voice while maintaining control over their own writing. 

Students shared their cover letters on an online forum on Moodle (the 
official learning management system at AUB) and were encouraged to read 
other postings by peers and comment informally on them, creating, as such, a 
communal sense of a writing discourse community (Ivanič & Camps, 2001). 
Students assessed strengths and weaknesses in their writing, and expressed 
expectations using the first-person pronoun which allowed them to “insert 
themselves into texts” (Lores-Sanz, 2011, p. 173) and display a “high level of 
authority” (Tang & John, 1999, p. S26) and ownership of their first written 
text in the course. For example, Marita wrote: “If I had to define myself in just 
a few words, I’d say free-spirited, ambitious, sociable and a little (too much) 
stubborn . . . open minded person [who has] strong opinions on almost every 
matter.” This statement reflects the student’s ability to strongly represent her 
opinion and engage the reader by using a unique voice to serve the purpose 
of the assignment. Marita continued to establish a context for her writing 
and said that “[her] dream is to become a psychiatrist, and provide people 
with the assistance they need, especially in a country such as Lebanon, where 
psychiatric disorders are not given enough care and attention.”

However, most students’ writing goals in this first writing assignment 
were centered on writing skills and how to improve their language needs with 
an eye on future academic goals and career requirements. One student, Sam, 
wrote: “I have all the ideas in my head but find it difficult to start writing.” 
His expectations from the course were to “enhance his writing skills and be 
able to use proper citation methods to avoid plagiarism.” 

Expressive writing in the cover letter was revisited in the personal narra-
tive and gradually worked its way to the proposal and final reflection. In the 
personal narrative, authorial voice was regarded by some students as some-
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thing heard and as “an idea defended or logically growing to persuade another 
speaker or audience” (Marita). Marita said she felt “proud,” “empowered,” and 
more “organized” as she got the support of other texts to defend her own 
ideas and win a debate. 

Sarah, too, like many other students, felt that using what she perceived as 
reliable information would help her win the debate and distinguish her voice 
as a writer. She said that “[i]n the discussion I felt that there was something 
that distinguishes my voice from the others, and I think that it was . . . the 
trustful resources from which I got my information.” 

Others talked more about the need to go through a process of writing, 
starting with what one student, Habib, termed a “personal voice” to win a 
debate: 

I then decided to take my own pathway to support my thesis 
. . . I discovered the thoughts of famous atheists like Richard 
Dawkins and Stephen Hawking . . . I tried my best to use 
a logical . . . approach to support my argument, by starting 
with my own personal voice and supporting it by famous 
scholars’ voice [sic].

Hassan, however, seemed more cautious while entering a debate. He said 
he preferred to “stay silent” and “listen to different opinions” before he inter-
vened in a debate. James was also hesitant to argue on a topic at this early 
stage of the course. He wrote: “One thing that I do know is that I do have 
ideas on my own, but sometimes prefer to keep them to myself; sometimes it’s 
easier to listen and accept things than to argue endlessly.”

To sum up, while some students were able to articulate a position clearly 
when they were working in their comfort zone, others like Habib, Hassan, 
and James, who were still hesitant about proclaiming a clear position on a 
specific topic, needed training on how to express their opinions when they 
had to argue for or against a topic. However, we felt their voices generally 
seemed individualistic and persuasive, which served the context and purpose 
of the assignments, and their choice of words represented the set of values 
they adhered to. 

Authorial Voice and Harris’ Rhetorical Moves

One main principle in our pedagogy is that, after allowing our students to 
express their personal goals and experiences, they can be moved to academic 
writing genres where they need to incorporate scholarly texts by other authors 
into their own writing. Moreover, we insist that students do not merely “recite 
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or ventriloquize” (Harris, 2006, p. 2) resources in “bipolar oppositions” (pro or 
con) (Harris, 2006, p. 25)—that is, we do not want students to totally agree or 
disagree with everything an author says in a text. Hence, the second phase of 
assignments engaged students in a more academic context, where their tasks 
required a more formal authorial voice through the rhetorical practices in a 
more formal academic context. As we noted above, we borrowed from Har-
ris (2006) the notions of “coming to terms,” “forwarding,” and “countering,” 
and designed tasks that required students to articulate an authorial voice in 
argumentative and research-based genres they might be uncomfortable with, 
which would enable them to create a new research space for their thinking 
to develop. 

The assignments in this phase of the study were meant to substantiate 
students’ authorial voice with appropriate support while incorporating exter-
nal sources into their academic writing. The guidelines we offered for each 
assignment asked students to pull away from a reliance on quotations and 
excerpts, and to focus instead on using their own “authorial voice.” The pa-
pers were assessed based on the students’ abilities to position themselves in 
the writing context and represent their claims strongly and clearly, while at 
the same time engaging themselves in the discussion of specific topics. We 
looked into how students could incorporate external sources, invoke the ex-
pertise of other authors, and creatively borrow or extend the ideas and argu-
ments of other authors while they maintained control over their own writing 
(see Appendix). In short, we wanted to assess whether explicit instructions 
and training students on such rhetorical moves would help them articulate 
their position clearly in relation to other authors’ voices/texts. 

To prepare students for the first formal assignment in the semester, which 
marked students’ entry into research, we trained students on how to “come to 
terms” with a text. Our instructions required students to think intentionally 
about a text, mark key terms and passages, and write an account of the au-
thor’s aims, methods and materials. In their account of a given text, students 
were encouraged to summarize, paraphrase and use direct quotations, and to 
incorporate the text into their own writing. They were asked to identify what 
a text sees and does “well,” and suggest what it “stumble[s] over or occlude[s]” 
(Harris, 2006, p. 25). Hence, “the key questions to ask [had] to do not with 
correctness but use” (Harris, 2006, p. 25). In this assignment, students learned 
to look at texts in ways they might not have done before, in the sense that 
they identified what ideas in the texts they could make use of in a new context 
and what they could see as gaps or limitations in the texts that would allow 
them to open new research space for their own writing.

Since texts and scholarly conversations build on previous texts and con-
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versations, students need to fully grasp and dissect texts before they are able 
to incorporate any excerpts into their own writing or take an informed posi-
tion on any topic in the conversation. Hence, identifying what they needed 
from a text and whether a text could fulfill that need or not opened novice 
writers’ minds to the world of research writing and their ability to enter the 
conversation, while articulating a clear authorial voice. 

For this first assignment of “coming to terms,” we selected moderately 
easy texts, yet very few students managed to successfully grapple with the 
concept of coming to terms and express themselves adequately. Marita, one of 
the very few students who could identify the author’s background and grasp 
the main aim behind the text, could see that: 

. . . in her article for The Times: “Bombs and Botox in Bei-
rut: How do you cope with living in Lebanon? Get a nose 
job” the young British journalist [was discussing] an opinion 
piece that offers a rather unique point of view concerning 
the contrast under which the city of Beirut is drowning. It 
is the contrast between people’s behavior and the alarming 
political situation that [she] . . . wrote about . . .

However, Marita’s attempts to assess the text’s limitations fell short of 
noting the text’s context as an opinion piece in a popular journal; she stated 
that there were no in-text citations, and that “the author didn’t use any web-
site.” 

The text was too subtle for some students to come to terms with, and 
many of the students felt the author was too cynical rather than appreciative 
of the complex nature of the situation in Lebanon. The fact that most stu-
dents struggled with recognizing the author’s main aims and goals warned us 
that more training on critical reading along with “attentiveness and intention 
to writing” (Blumner, 2007, p. 72) was required and which was, therefore, giv-
en at this stage of the course. 

Another problem arose when students had to assess uses and limitations 
of the text “Brain drain or brain gain? A Lebanese perspective” (Safieddine, 
Jamali, & Daouk, 2004). Most students’ assessments were rather brief, lacked 
appropriate interrogation of the authors’ claims, and fell short of substantial 
attempts to examine the reliability of the external resources. For example, one 
student, with the pseudonym of SWRM, wrote: “Since Safieddine, Jamali, 
and Daouk (2004) are experts on this subject . . . their views . . . are credible 
along with the extensive use of percentages and examples . . . [that] back up all 
the information and thesis that they are trying to prove.” We might relate this 
to cultural practices among students in the MENA region, where authors are 
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mostly considered to be infallibly credible and reliable; hence, students lent 
total authority in their writing to the authors of the texts we assigned without 
being able to appropriately and objectively identify limitations. 

Another student, Farah, who attempted to identify a limitation in the text 
and follow our instructions to take the conversation in a different direction, 
said that the authors “were unable to trace some positive aspects of emigra-
tion”; yet she couldn’t back up her ideas with substantial support, writing 
that “emigration may be sometimes positive in a way where it may result in 
diminishing unemployment in a society by offering ‘the middle class’ work 
opportunities . . . [and] provide our country with investments and capital 
money received by the emigrant’s family.” 

After students worked on identifying the author(s)’ purpose in a text, they 
were moved to another level of engagement with texts where they had to 
show how a text could be useful for them as researchers with their own au-
thorial voice, and, more importantly, how a text that falls short of offering 
them the needed support could still allow them to create their own research 
space for future work and investigation. As such, the “forwarding” and “coun-
tering” assignments called on students to show how they could use authors’ 
ideas in order to “push [the discussion] forward” (Harris, 2006, p. 25).

One main principle in our pedagogy is that argumentative practice does 
not call for ventriloquizing resources in a “bipolar” way, in the sense that stu-
dents should not approach writers’ arguments in their texts as “simple antith-
eses (either x or not-x)” (Harris, 2006, p. 25). In order to train students how to 
make use of what they read in different texts, they were given a text, asked to 
“come to terms” with it, “forward” two ideas they were in agreement with, and 
support their thesis statement with evidence from two other articles that they 
found on their own and that were related to the theme. They had to summa-
rize, paraphrase, or use direct quotations and include in-text citations and a 
bibliography for the assignment. Prior to that and within their small groups, 
students practiced selecting ideas, evaluating, concluding, and reporting them 
using the appropriate strategy. Emphasis at this stage in the course was on the 
strategies for citation rather than on documentation styles.

Some students were able to state a clear argumentative thesis statement 
but fluctuated between their own authorial voice and those of other authors 
as they were trying to synthesize external texts in their writing. They became 
invisible when they referred to external sources to validate their arguments 
and lent authority to the other authors, allowing voices other than their own 
to take over their writing. This trend could be seen when one student’s idea 
ventriloquized the main points of the assigned text rather than her own stance 
toward the research topic. Farah, for example, wrote: “[the author] covers 
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how individuals are able to impact their job opportunities by being ‘special, 
specialized, anchored or adaptable’ (Friedman, 2005) and finally tries to dis-
cuss uncontrollable conditions.” Instead of invoking the expertise of another 
author to support her own argument, she just reiterated what the author was 
arguing and, we believe, lost her authority over her writing.

Sam, like most of the students, was unable to unable to creatively engage 
in extending the ideas/arguments of other authors to advance his/her own 
ideas in his own research project. Although he managed to construct an ar-
gumentative thesis statement, he was unable to develop his own arguments 
and seemed to waver between summarizing, paraphrasing, or quoting exter-
nal sources to “forward” his own ideas. He started his first body paragraph 
with his own idea: “The job market is no longer like it used to be, after the 
industrial revolution in the 1900s the competition for well-paid and stable 
jobs has been increasing . . .” Then, as he tried to support that idea, he resorted 
completely to the external source and became invisible by lending full author-
ity to the author: 

Knowledge workers . . . won’t be outsourced (Friedman, 2005, 
p. 238). If you can’t be specialized then you have to acquire 
new knowledge, skills, and expertise in order to become 
adaptable and add value to your work. “The people who are 
losing out are those with solid technical skills” (Friedman, 
2005, p. 239). One example provided by Friedman was about 
his childhood friend Bill Greer . . . a freelance artist and 
graphic designer . . .“I had to look for work that not everyone 
else could do.” (Sam)

Sam continued by offering a synopsis of Friedman’s account of his child-
hood friend and ended his paragraph without pulling out of the example to 
make his own point. We regarded this as the student’s invisibility in his own 
writing and his struggle with how to adequately “put in his oar” (to use the 
Burkean parlor metaphor) at this stage. Students like Sam also alerted us to 
the fact that more rigorous training and emphasis on how to create and main-
tain an authorial voice (Whitney, 2011), and how to forward other authors’ 
ideas in support of the writer’s own, was still needed.

However, students’ authorial voice gained momentum as they gradually 
proceeded in the course, and especially when they wrote the proposal assign-
ment, in which they had the freedom to choose their own topics. Students 
again used the first-person to signal their personal stance in their writing, and 
the task allowed students to gain authority over their writing, express a strong 
stance towards their experience, and uniquely relate themselves to their con-
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texts (Brooke, 1987) as students in their majors. Their use of the first-person 
also helped them establish a sense of credibility and commitment toward 
their readers (Hyland, 2002). Individualism and “textual ownership” (Elbow, 
1999, p. 327), which some linguists, such as Ramanathan and Atkinson (1999), 
may not have expected from L2 writers, were evident in some of our students’ 
choices of topics that dealt with taboos and went against traditional notions 
of animal use or sex education. We regarded this as an individualistic notion 
in the sense that the students chose topics that were not normally discussed 
in conservative cultures likes those in the MENA region. One student, Yas-
mine, who opted to work on sex education was conscious of her individualis-
tic and personal purpose:

I chose this topic because I consider sex education an im-
portant issue that isn’t discussed the way it should be. I will 
be defending the importance of this education, and I will 
prove that the society as a whole is responsible [for] this “ig-
norance.” My purpose is to draw attention to the danger we 
are facing just because we consider sex a taboo. In my paper 
I’ll be focusing on the youth because these young people are 
the real victims . . . I will be treating the subject in my way 
adding my opinion towards [those] responsible or my own 
interpretation when it comes to our “conservative societies.” 
(emphasis added)

By allowing students to see purposes for writing beyond taking good 
grades and to regard themselves as writers first and students second, they 
engaged, according to Brooke (1987) in an “underlife behavior” (p. 141), which 
allowed them to subvert their role as passive learners. Students could now 
position themselves as novice researchers in their learning communities, a 
concept central to our writing pedagogy. Annotations, which provided short 
statements about how student writers intended to use each source, allowed 
students to further see themselves as the primary authors navigating external 
texts in an academic writing project. 

After students learned models of argumentation and how to trace logi-
cal fallacies in authors’ arguments, we introduced the “countering” move. The 
general guidelines to this assignment reminded students to keep in mind that 
they needed to “highlight the unseen,” “suggest a different way of thinking,” 
and respond to the position an author takes by constructing their “own po-
sition,” and they were asked to use one of the following three strategies: “ar-
guing the other side,” “uncovering values,” or “dissenting” (Harris, 2006, pp. 
56-63). Students were asked to situate their ideas in a new context and take 
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the discussion in a new direction while supporting their ideas and arguments 
with other credible sources.

In most of the samples in the countering assignment, students assessed 
what they thought were biases, unjustified observations, extremism, irrele-
vance of some findings, and shortcomings of the text; however, they were not 
as successful in adding something new to the topic or substantiating their 
ideas with further evidence or support. For example, one student, Sam, lo-
cated a limitation in one of his sources and found proof from another in his 
attempt to push the discussion forward, but he failed to extend the idea with 
appropriate evidence and support. In his assignment on genetically modified 
food, Sam described Henry I. Miller as a “a physician and molecular biol-
ogist at Stanford University (2013) who contends that genetic engineering 
is actually making food safer rather than making it more dangerous.” Sam 
then explained how such a presumption should be considered erroneous be-
cause although “Miller believes that genetically modified food has [fewer] 
contaminants such as fungus and mold that can prove to be dangerous for 
human consumption . . . many health problems can take decades before they 
surface.” Sam invoked the expertise of an epidemiologist to support his ar-
gument by saying that “HIV/AIDS epidemic went unnoticed for decades . . . 
even though there were by then thousands of HIV/AIDS cases worldwide.” 

But Sam cuts his discussion at this point without giving further evidence 
and without moving the conversation forward. This shows students struggled, 
at this stage of the course, with how to interpret an argument, negotiate it, 
or provide an alternative that would be convincing enough to the audience. 
This struggle suggests that more training on how to counter a text is required 
before students can appropriately contribute to a debatable topic and add 
value to it. So we emphasized these rhetorical moves in the instructions to 
the research paper and offered more training as they worked on their forth-
coming assignment.

The instructions for the final argumentative paper in this course high-
lighted the different learning outcomes that should be met by the assignment, 
along with the expected rhetorical moves students should be making. By re-
counting these moves in the prompt, we meant to have students purposefully 
build on the previous training. Students were reminded of the context of 
the Burkean parlor metaphor and the added value that “putting in their oar” 
(Harris, 2006, p. 34) and maintaining their authorial voice would give to the 
ongoing conversation. In this context, students were expected to start a jour-
ney of negotiating all the different voices in their writing, interacting with 
their resources, and showing how they were relevant to each other in relation 
to the research paper and the topic they have chosen to defend. The students 
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were expected to orchestrate their stances in relation to the sources and the 
ideas within them. 

A student who chose the pseudonym SWRM, for example, wrote:

The first major factor behind marijuana legalization is eco-
nomic, which was shown as one of the biggest factors behind 
voters legalizing marijuana in Washington State and Col-
orado in 2012 (Shane, 2014) . . . most of the focus is on the 
United States. The two main economic benefits of marijuana 
legalization are the ability to tax marijuana sales and the sav-
ings in law enforcement (Dighe, 2014), so even though the 
data is western-oriented, we can easily apply these principles 
to Lebanon. 

This student could contextualize evidence and maintain her own authorial 
voice as she related the main ideas in the text to a local problem in Lebanon. 
She pushed the conversation forward by citing a number of external sources 
in parentheses without losing authorship. However, very few students man-
aged to take the main ideas of their sources in new directions. 

While many of the students in our classes accessed external source and 
referred to well-researched facts and statistics as they integrated a range of 
substantial data in support of specific arguments, counter-arguments, and 
rebuttals, we believe what is missing is the ability to situate the resources 
intertextually, conversing with each other. Students needed more training on 
holding a bird’s eye view and developing control over a “dance of voices” with 
their resources, where they could participate in a conversation with the au-
thors they researched for their project. 

Authorial Voice, Revision, and Reflection

The last phase of the course allowed students to demonstrate meta-awareness 
of authorial voice through peer reviews and final reflections on the course. 
By self-assessing their learning experience in the course, we expected that 
student writers would be able to move beyond task-specific practices and 
position themselves in the larger context of academic writing in a specific 
learning community.

Instructions for the peer review required that students read critically at 
least two of the first drafts of their peers’ research reports that were posted on 
Moodle. We created online discussion forums that were sometimes designed 
for small research groups, and, at other times, for the whole class to par-
ticipate in as one learning community. Students were expected to comment 
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on how their peers had formulated claims and communicated the purpose 
behind writing; had drawn relationships between the different documents; 
had chosen evidence or information from various sources to support the ar-
guments; and had integrated the summaries, paraphrases and/or quotes and 
developed them appropriately within the paper. 

We wanted students’ comments to be given in the form of advice on how 
to make their peer’s texts achieve an A on the assignment. Highlighting 
strengths rather than weaknesses in their peers’ assignments and offering ad-
vice rather than “corrections” were crucial strategies in our work, given that 
students belong to a culture where negative criticism, which might be con-
structive, is generally avoided. So our instructions allowed students to speak 
freely in the context of offering guidance without the threat of intruding on 
the positive face of their peers, a point which Ramanathan & Atkinson (1999) 
also found problematic for L2 learners. We thought that such instructions 
would indirectly reinforce the idea of authorial voice and help students assess 
how a writer could engage in extending the ideas of other authors to advance 
their own ideas and use texts for their own purpose rather than simply re-
counting them (see Appendix). In other words, we wanted to assess wheth-
er students were able to demonstrate a kind of meta-awareness of authorial 
voice in relation to their peers and their own writing.

Despite the instructions provided, some of the peer reviews showed that 
students were still occupied with language mechanics, rather than voice and 
positioning. One student commented, for example, that:

If this was my draft, I would pay more attention to things 
such as grammar and links . . . that could lead to a useless 
loss of points. Also, despite the introduction of many ideas 
that back up the thesis, the ideas are not linked in a way that 
shows synchronization in between. (Siba)

Even though some students referred to organization of ideas, they hesitat-
ed to give clear and substantial advice to help their peers. For example, Farah 
wrote: “Personally, I would rather distribute each component in a different 
paragraph to make it clearer. Also, I might add two sentences in the begin-
ning of each paragraph to assure the continuity of ideas and link my argu-
ments.” The fact that Farah said she would “add sentences” to show how her 
arguments link to each other suggest that at this stage she was aware of the 
need to pull away from the words and ideas of other authors to create space 
for her own thought; however, she did not provide her peer with further hints 
on how to show a clear authorial voice or better develop the writing. Another 
question that specifically asked them to trace and comment on whether their 
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peers were able to infer or draw relationships between their external sourc-
es—in other words, “engage in a dance of voices”—was not addressed to a 
certain extent.

Although peer reviews might seem unsubstantial in terms of the added 
value they offered to the writers being reviewed, the reflection component 
of the assignment provided a glimpse of what students perceived to be good 
writing. A question that was included in the guidelines for the peer review 
required that students comment on what they have learnt when doing this 
peer review and how they thought they could make use of the strategies they 
learnt to improve their own papers. In response to that question, Yasmine 
wrote:

I was searching for what weakened some arguments, and 
how the strong arguments were built. I will certainly use this 
critical reading to correct my first draft . . . to identify the 
weak points . . . and strengthen my argument. I will also try 
to quote less from my sources.

Although this student, like most of the students in our study, did have 
an eye on some of the basics of argumentation, she still needed more train-
ing on what to do with quotations from external sources other than look at 
frequency of use. Our question that specifically asked them to trace and com-
ment on whether their peers were able to infer relationships between their 
external sources was not fully addressed, either. 

The students’ comments on what they had learned from peer reviewing, 
on the other hand, demonstrated a strong authorial stance. Sam, for exam-
ple said, “I’ve learnt from the experience that we can highlight some points 
that [my] peer has not seen and at the same time accept others to criticize 
you.” We regard this as a progress on the part of the student, who, after some 
practice, and with the guidance of our instructions and assignments, was able 
to take criticism openly and offered guidance to his peers without worrying 
about any resentment on their part. 

In their final reflections, students were asked to briefly self-assess their 
experience in the course. We wanted to probe more into their perceptions of 
rhetorical moves and authorial voice. We asked students to reflect on what 
they had learned about knowledge construction and how much the training 
on rhetorical moves had helped them position themselves as novice writers 
in their academic learning communities. They were also asked to assess the 
development of their own authorial voices in their academic assignments.

Sarah felt that her positions in her writing developed from being shy to 
becoming more confident and traced this happening mainly in her second 
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peer review. On the other hand, Marita found “countering” as the most diffi-
cult rhetorical move despite the fact that she reported she had been “uncon-
sciously using the ‘forwarding’ or the ‘countering’ methods [she] had learned 
in the previous weeks.” Moreover, Habib found that the course mostly helped 
him develop his position as an author, and changed [his] way of reading texts 
and analyzing them.” He said that “small assignments . . . dealing with one 
aspect of writing such as ‘countering,’ ‘forwarding,’ [and] ‘coming to terms’ . . . 
helped [him] to focus on one purpose at [a] time, learning progressively how 
to employ these methods in any coming essays.” He added that “the most im-
portant thing [he] learned . . . was how to distinguish [his] voice from other 
authors’ voices.”

Students reported that the course created a space for them to progress in 
research writing. Starting with “coming to terms,” then moving to arguments 
in agreement with their thesis, to addressing counter arguments and the need 
to rebut them, students practiced research in an organized and linear way. 
They traced a development beyond what they had anticipated in their cov-
er letters, yet almost none referred to the nonlinear stance of the “dance of 
voices” with their sources in their papers. Moreover, they could not offer an 
insight into the reflections to demonstrate how they have internalized the 
strategies being discussed.

Discussion and Conclusion

Amid the debates in the literature around the level of emphasis voice should 
be given in L2 writing pedagogical practices, our primary interest in this 
chapter is to demonstrate to what extent explicit instruction in Harris’ rhetor-
ical moves can assist L2/3 writers to acquire an “authorial voice,” which can in 
turn allow their arguments and ideas to become clearer and more persuasive. 
Our study shows how certain social practices of L2/3 learners’ MENA culture 
may operate as inhibitors against capturing the individualized voice, the au-
thorial identity, and presence required when writing in English. For example, 
when our students tried to incorporate external sources, they rarely justified 
what each borrowed idea meant; very few noted degrees of agreement or 
disagreement with authors’ ideas or articulated their ideas as extending or 
building on other authors. 

In answer to our first research question, “How does explicit instruction 
of rhetorical moves allow students to invent and cultivate an intellectual and 
authorial voice as they take a stance in their academic discourse communi-
ties?” we found that, to a certain extent, some students have developed an 
authorial voice and accessed external resources for support and evidence in 
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their responses to the first two argumentative/research-based writing assign-
ments: “coming to terms” and “forwarding.” Our findings strongly suggest 
that although L2/3 students coming from the MENA region gradually learn 
to incorporate external voices into their texts, they struggle with maintaining 
and interweaving their authorial voice with the other voices they refer to in 
their academic argumentative writing, a rhetorical strategy that we refer to as 
a “dance of voices,” which Harris explains:

You move in tandem with or in response to others, as part 
of a game or dance or performance or conversation—some-
times toward a goal and sometimes just to keep the ball in 
play or the talk going, sometimes to win and sometimes to 
contribute to the work of a group. (Harris, 2006, p. 4)

Moreover, in their countering assignment, students hardly moved beyond 
the one-dimensional stance of totally agreeing or disagreeing with all that 
an author said. Because students did not move beyond this stance, we be-
lieve that more training should be given to make sure students acquire more 
rhetorical strategies and practice when noting limitations in other texts. We 
believe, in other words, that they should be able to engage in a bird’s-eye view 
of their sources so as to dance with these voices in their academic argumen-
tative writing. 

The answer to our second research question “How do FYC students reflect 
on the notion of authorial voice in the activities they do in academic writing 
courses?” can be traced in students’ proposals, peer reviews, and mostly in 
their final reflections on the course, all of which fall within the category of 
informal writing activities. Students’ use of the first-person pronoun allowed 
them to express ownership of their texts, and their annotations of references 
allowed them to see how it could be possible to navigate external sources in 
their writing. Moreover, being able to reflect on their choice of topics, which 
might go against students’ collectivist conservative cultures, demonstrated au-
thorial voice and individualist positioning in such assignments. In their peer 
reviews, students developed self confidence in critiquing others and accepting 
criticism on their work. In their final reflections, although some students re-
visited concerns about language proficiency that they had mentioned earlier 
in their introductory cover letters, many of them were content with their 
growth as writers and their ability to acquire an authorial voice while taking a 
position with or against an argumentative topic in their final papers. 

To sum up, while we note that many of our students were able to project 
their authorial voice when they engaged in informal writing, the journey to 
develop an authorial voice in argumentative research-based writing was not 
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smooth for many. Despite the training our students received and the progress 
reflected by some of them in their final papers, where their writing became 
clearer and persuasive, other students remained reluctant to “engage voice in 
meaningful ways” (Hirvela & Belcher, 2001, p. 84). Each rhetorical move was 
significant to student writers in the context of the individual assignments; 
however, combining all the moves at a more developed level in their own 
writing is an area where these novice writers need more training. 

Our recommendation for a future research project is to conduct a lon-
gitudinal study covering English academic writing courses and a number of 
content courses at the university level in order to trace students’ development 
in using an authorial voice. We believe that coming to terms with a text, 
which requires more training on critical reading along with “attentiveness 
and intention to writing” (Blumner, 2007), should be the focal and entry point 
in writing assignments across the curriculum in order to enable students to 
“come to terms” with what they read before they can “put in their oar” and 
“forward” or counter an idea. Moreover, L2/3 students need to internalize 
the process of acquiring and maintaining an authorial voice as a transferable 
skill to all college writing. Thus, as writing teachers, we have to incorporate 
training on rhetorical strategies into our writing pedagogy and to embrace 
the term “authorial voice” in our class discussions and especially when giving 
feedback on student writing, in order to empower students to orchestrate 
their dance with other authors. 
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Appendix: Checklists
Checklist to assess voice in Reflective writing, based 
on Ivanič & Camps (2001) and Whitney (2011)

 9 Positioning oneself in the Writing Context
 9 The student writer strongly represents his/her opinion in establishing a 

context for the journal. 
 9 A clear message is conveyed throughout the reflection.
 9 The student writer is able to engage the reader in a conversation on the 

ideas being discussed.
 9 The choice of words represents a set of values the student writer adheres to.
 9 The student voice is unique to serve the context and purpose of the as-

signment.
 9 The student writer appropriately selects evidence from his/her own as-

signments to illustrate his/her own ideas.
 9 Ability to take a stance of authority/control over one’s own writing
 9 The student writer is sure to explain and justify his/her ideas.
 9 The student writer offers an insight into the reflections to demonstrate 

http://www.lebanonwire.com/0402/04022304DS.asp
http://www.lebanonwire.com/0402/04022304DS.asp
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how he/she has internalized the strategies being discussed.
 9 The student writer creatively engages in extending the ideas/arguments 

that reflect control over his/her own ideas. 
 9 The student writer successfully transfers strategies used in assignments to 

other contexts/situations.

Checklist to assess voice in academic writing, based on 
Harris (2006), Ivanič & Camps (2001), and Whitney (2011) 

 9 Positioning oneself in the Writing Context
 9 The student writer strongly represents his/her opinion in the thesis state-

ment/claim. 
 9 A clear message is conveyed throughout the text.
 9 The student writer is able to engage in a conversation on the topic being 

discussed.
 9 The choice of words represents a set of values the student writer adheres to.
 9 The student voice is unique to serve the context and purpose of the as-

signment.
 9 Reference to sources (summary/paraphrasing/quoting)
 9 The student writer appropriately selects evidence from other authors’ 

texts to illustrate his/her own ideas.
 9 The student writer is selective in borrowing other authors’ ideas/argu-

ments. 
 9 The student writer appropriately invokes the expertise of other authors in 

support of his/her own ideas.
 9 The student writer creatively weaves/recombines other authors’ ideas/ar-

guments into his/her own writing.
 9 Ability to take a stance of authority/control over one’s own writing
 9 The student writer explains and justifies what each borrowed idea/excerpt 

means.
 9 The student writer offers ideas/arguments that other readings referred to 

in the context fail to address.
 9 The student writer creatively engages in extending the ideas/arguments 

of other authors to advance his/her own ideas. 
 9 The student articulates his/her ideas as an alternative to other authors’ 

opinions.
 9 The student writer successfully pulls away from the words and ideas of 

other authors noting degrees of agreement and points of departure.
 9 The student writer uses texts for his/her own purpose rather than simply 

recounting them.
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12  Students Running the Show: 
Performance Poetry Night

Lynne Ronesi
American University of Sharjah (UAE)

This chapter chronicles a student-initiated performance poetry 
event at the American University of Sharjah (AUS) in the 
United Arab Emirates. The data suggest that performance 
poetry evening, as a student-driven initiative, was situated in 
the cultural context and literacy strengths of the student poet 
population at AUS. The students turned these evenings into 
opportunities for multi-vocalic expression that built commu-
nity and good will across differences, and indeed, highlighted 
translingual strengths of “synergy” and “serendipity.” The 
accommodating nature of performance poetry—adjustable to 
local parameters and context—was suited to the participants’ 
affinity-space approach to negotiating an environment which 
was accessible, participatory, learning-filled, and evolving. Fac-
ulty encouragement of and interest in extracurricular student 
literacy practices can support multilingual literacy develop-
ment, even when—as is often the case in English-medium 
institutions in multilingual contexts—the writing curriculum 
focuses strictly on academic English writing.

Keywords: performance poetry; extracurricular; participatory 
literacies; translingual; affinity space

One spring evening in 2012, I made my way to a campus lecture hall to at-
tend a performance poetry event organized by a group of four friends. The 
four, my former students, were on the stage experimenting with stage lighting 
variations, debating the placement of the lectern, and decorating the venue’s 
white board. As students tentatively began to enter the hall, some with paper 
in hand, lured by emails and posters announcing a poetry slam, an expectant 
energy pervaded the room. One of students—referred to as Omar in this 
chapter—shared his initial reaction to the event in an interview in my office 
a few months later: 

So I walk into the place a bit early because I’m, like, “I might 
as well go and see,” and I see the organizers setting up, and 
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I’m [thinking] “This is so exciting.” And I find out then that 
20 poets [had signed up], and I’m . . .“oh wow” . . . picturing 
it. The organizers [told me] they weren’t expecting [many 
students] to come. But then people start coming in. I start 
kind of getting nervous, and I sit in the front row, because I 
am, I think, the tenth [poet], maybe? So when [it is my turn], 
I get up, and I turn, and I look, and I am . . . I am totally taken 
aback. This is a full room. (Omar, a student poet)

Omar’s account echoes the surprise of the other interviewed poets and 
event organizers at the popularity of the first performance poetry event at the 
American University of Sharjah (AUS), an English-medium, co-educational 
university in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). His description highlights an 
evidently erroneous perception that was shared by many of the event’s partic-
ipants—including myself—that few AUS students share an interest in, or are 
even familiar with, performance poetry, or spoken word—poetry written to 
be performed. As I observed the full lecture hall and the participants’ enthu-
siastic response to the event, and later, listened to the poets and the audience 
members animatedly discussing the poems and requesting a second event, I 
could understand that the four organizers had located and drawn to campus 
a literacy practice that was a quiet interest of many. 

My own initial surprise at the success of the event hinged on two notions 
of mine that I felt warranted examination. Perhaps because I am less digi-
tally-oriented than my students, one element of my surprise concerned how 
much impact digital life has on students. As performance poetry had had a 
fairly limited scope in the UAE and no known presence at UAE postsecond-
ary institutions—unlike its presence at colleges and universities in the US—I, 
like the organizers, thought there would be fairly limited interest in the event. 
Although well-aware that numerous websites, forums, and YouTube channels 
are devoted to performance poetry performances and competitions, I was still 
intrigued to learn that evening that student poets had developed their interest 
and capacity solely via digital means and embraced this first opportunity of a 
poetry performance night to make their pastime “live.” 

The second element of my surprise was more in line with that expressed 
by the students; like Omar and others, I was excited at the breadth of en-
thusiasm demonstrated that night. While AUS has its English majors and 
its share of excellent student writers, it was obvious to me, as I observed and 
interacted with the group of students that evening, that performance poetry 
was an interest that cut across majors, nationalities, heritage languages, or ac-
ademic English proficiencies. This enthusiasm ran counter to an unfortunate 
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perception of “deficit” that exists on campus—that students generally dislike 
or are not proficient at writing—a perception about writing in English that 
seems perpetuated by students’ struggle with first year composition (FYC). 
This “deficit” label that accompanies students’ English academic writing fails 
to acknowledge the extent of AUS students’ linguistic abilities. In moments 
between classes, AUS student expression is linguistically rich; they chat or 
text on their phones, and joke and debate with their friends in languages and 
dialects from over 80 countries. AUS students transition easily between their 
languages and English, employing both almost simultaneously—switching 
between English and another language, perhaps Farsi, Urdu, or Arabic, or 
shifting from one of the many Arabic dialects to another—to accommodate 
the speaking patterns or preferences of whomever has joined them. This is 
a campus characterized by super-diversity (see Nebel, this volume) and lin-
guistic multi-competencies, yet this richness seems overshadowed by the per-
vasive deficit attitude noted above. Because of that attitude, the enthusiastic 
and communal celebration of poetry in English during that evening seemed 
astonishing. 

As I began to evaluate both my and the students’ reaction to the events of 
the evening, it struck me that performance poetry night constituted the type 
of emerging literacy phenomena that New Literacy scholars Lankshear and 
Knobel (2013) identify as an opportunity for “Let’s See” research, a practice: 
“with the primary aim of understanding in depth a “new” social practice and 
the literacies associated with or mobilized within this practice. . . . [that] en-
courages researchers to get as close as possible to viewing a new practice from 
the perspectives and sensibilities of ‘insiders’” (p. 9).

To apply a “Let’s See” approach to investigating the development of per-
formance poetry night, I decided to undertake a naturalistic study to learn 
more about students’ interest and involvement in this participatory litera-
cy event. This study was approved by the AUS IRB and funded by a small 
AUS seed grant. While the nationalities of the student poets and organiz-
ers ranged from Egyptian, Emirati, Lebanese, Pakistani, Syrian, to Yemeni, 
I have changed their names and omitted identifying details in the text to 
protect their anonymity. None of the informants were my students during 
this study. I conducted this research over several months during which I in-
terviewed all four organizers—Jamal, Ahmad, Khalil, and Haris—and five 
poets—Sakina, Badr, Omar, Samir, and Amal—in two roughly hour-long 
semi-structured interviews after the first and the second performance poetry 
events. These interviews were digitally audio recorded, then transcribed. In 
addition, I engaged as a participant-observer—attending meetings run by the 
organizers—and I reviewed related documents—email exchanges between 



268   Ronesi

the organizers, publicity emails, posters, and online event sign-up pages. Ul-
timately, my initial “Let’s See” approach evolved into the following research 
question: How did the student organizers and the poets situate the concept of 
performance poetry—a participatory literacy practice that participants were 
exposed to purely through digital media—to accommodate the AUS context? 

As my interviews with participants commenced, I also began exploring 
performance poetry through the New Literacies framework. New Literacy 
scholarship acknowledges the dynamic, technological, and multimodal na-
ture of contemporary literacy practices, highlights the role of identity and 
social context in an individual’s determination to engage in them (Gee, 2004; 
Low, 2008; Selfe, 2009; Weinstein, 2010), and advocates drawing on student 
out-of-classroom literacy practices for classroom content. A fair amount of 
New Literacies scholarship treats integrating performance poetry into the 
language arts classroom (Camangian, 2008; Dyson, 2005; Fisher, 2005; Low, 
2008; Reyes, 2006). Kinloch (2005) and Smith (2010) identify spoken word 
curriculum as beneficial for multicultural students and those struggling with 
academic English and writing.

In particular, the New Literacies construct of “affinity space,” theorized by 
literacy scholar James Gee (2004, 2005), seemed suitable for examining the 
development of the AUS performance poetry night. Gee describes affinity 
spaces as sites—either virtual or physical—where individuals informally en-
gage in literacy practices that interest them. In coining this term, Gee delib-
erately sought to emphasize the primary role of affinity or common endeavor 
in drawing participants together, as opposed to the usual social characteristics 
around which learning communities are often based—even knowledge or 
ability. As such, there is great potential with affinity spaces for engaged learn-
ing and expression without interference from the usual barriers inherent in 
educational communities. Participant accessibility is another significant char-
acteristic, and Gee refers to the inroads of accessibility as “portals”—“giv[ing] 
access to the content and to ways of interacting with that content, by oneself 
or with other people” (Gee, 2007, p. 94). In an interview with St. Clair and 
Phipps (2008), Gee elaborates on participant accessibility: 

The play with real and virtual identities, the many different 
routes to participation and status, the recruitment of di-
verse skill sets, the ways in which “ordinary” people can be 
producers and not just consumers, and the porousness and 
flexibility of “membership” that these new digital (and often 
partly virtual, partly real) spaces allow holds out, for me, real 
promise of new practices for equity and a sense of belonging 
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and agency for people. (p. 94)

Due to the equivalent status of the participants, the rules of the affinity 
space tend to emerge through synergy rather than from imposition by lead-
ership (Gee, 2004, 2005, 2007; St. Clair & Phipps, 2008). Context also plays a 
significant role in the development and maintenance of literacy practice, and 
particular emphasis is placed on the synergy between participants and their 
context: 

Gee argues that the contexts in which literacy events take 
place are too often imagined in a way that is overly static. “Sit-
uations (contexts) do not just exist,” he writes. “Situations are 
rarely static or uniform, they are actively created, sustained, 
negotiated, resisted, and transformed moment-by-moment 
through ongoing work” (2000, p. 190). By insisting on the 
dynamism of the context, Gee advocates for a more active 
conception of composers. (Zenger, 201, p. 41)

Affinity space thinking is also useful for conceptualizing performance 
poetry as a literacy practice. As an art form, performance poetry is charac-
terized by a sense of accessibility and as authentic expression of its context. 
Performance poetry and its competitive form known as “slam” have a popu-
list appeal, with proponents asserting that the nature of poetry written for 
the “stage” rather than the “page”—approachability, audience response, com-
munity building—has drawn poetry out of the ivory tower and returned it 
to the people (Somers-Willet, 2007). Transnational research concerning the 
effects of performance poetry and slam competitions in the UK, South Af-
rica, and Barbados (see Gregory, 2008a; Mnensa, 2010; Nanton, 2009) on 
the native oral poetry conclude that these forms have been accommodated 
alongside—rather than in lieu of—native oral poetry, the resulting “hybrid 
nature allow[ing] for people from varied backgrounds of different ages, who 
are on the margins of society, to find a platform to be heard” (Mnensa, 2010, 
p. 1). Gregory asserts that performance poetry is “re-created to fit with local 
concerns and existing culturally contextualized art worlds” (2008a, p. 205). 

Translingual scholarship offers an additional way to theorize poetry per-
formance night—a way that is compatible with New Literacies work and 
which resonates with the linguistic strengths of the AUS students. Work 
in translingualism (Canagarajah, 2007, 2013a, 2013b; Hall & Navarro, 2011; 
Horner, Donahue, & NeCamp, 2011; Zenger, Mullins, & Haviland, 2014), in 
line with the New Literacies scholarship discussed earlier, calls for pedagog-
ical approaches that allow students to “bring into the classroom the dispo-
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sitions and the competencies which they have richly developed outside the 
classroom” (Canagarajah, 2013a, p. 184). In particular, a translingual approach 
“push[es] compositionists toward greater recognition, appreciation, and use 
of the heterogeneity of students’ language resources” (Horner, Donahue, & 
NeCamp, 2011, p. 291). Translingual thinking rejects the “deficit” label—re-
ferred to earlier in my discussion of AUS student writing—as the limitation 
of a monolingual orientation.

Another area of compatibility between translingualism and the New Lit-
eracies scholarship highlighted above is the emphasis on the interaction of 
context and composers. Theorizing participatory events in a linguistically di-
verse setting, Canagarajah (2013) underscores not only the multiple linguistic 
negotiations that take place in day-to-day encounters in translinguals’ (com-
posers’) lives but also the disposition that accompanies their interactions in 
this multicultural contact zone. This disposition, which Canagarajah terms 
“dialogical cosmopolitanism” (2013, p. 196), posits that, given the variety of 
ethics and norms in linguistically and culturally diverse environments, trans-
linguals tend to establish community around collaborative practices rather 
than shared values. This tendency requires translinguals to rely on their flex-
ibility, sensitivity, and creativity to negotiate linguistically rich contexts. Fur-
ther, Canagarajah (2013), drawing on the work of Khubchandani, highlights 
the dynamic of synergy and serendipity in these contexts:

“Synergy” captures the creative agency subjects must exert in 
order to work jointly with the other participant to accom-
plish intersubjective meaning. . . . “Serendipity” involves an 
attitudinal readiness to “accept deviations as the norm.” To 
adopt this attitude, one must display “positive attitudes to 
variation” and be “open to unexpectedness.” Subjects have to 
be radically other-centered. They have to be imaginative and 
alert to make on-the-spot decisions in relation to the forms 
and conventions employed by the other. (p. 41) 

Indeed, the translingual attributes of “synergy” and “serendipity” also apt-
ly characterize composer/context aspects of performance poetry and affinity 
space thinking.

Informed by the scholarship on New Literacies, performance poetry, and 
translingualism, I situate the development of performance poetry night as 
well as the data from this study at the intersection of affinity space and trans-
lingual orientation. The following depictions of context and participant per-
ceptions over the period of several months showcase the performance poetry 
night event as a cohesive accommodation of different and sometimes unex-
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pected elements—often, synergy and serendipity—working in concert: affin-
ity spaces’ porous parameters and flexibility in line with organic development; 
performance poetry’s participatory and adaptive nature; and translingual par-
ticipants’ negotiation of diversity through collaboration and accommodation.

Because I want to underscore the intricate interactions between affinity 
space and translingual thinking in the development of performance poetry 
night, my findings appear below in two major sections. The first section is a 
recounting of the synergy and serendipity that led up to the emergence of the 
first performance poetry night as an affinity space, and the second presents 
the synergy between the participants and the translingual context that nego-
tiated and sustained the poetry night’s position as an affinity space. 

Synergy and Serendipity: The Emergence of 
Performance Poetry Night as Affinity Space 

Affinity space endeavors evolve more organically than artificially; such was 
the case with poetry night, whose first-night success could be certainly be 
understood as the consequence of student organizers responding to perceived 
needs for informal and shared learning at their university—synergy—and the 
chain of events which were characterized by a bit of coincidence, happen-
stance, and even misnomer—serendipity. As such, background into the origin 
of performance poetry night attests to the serendipitous and synergistic con-
nections that were to become meaningful to its development. 

While the performance poetry night developed outside the classroom, 
it had its origins in the training class for the AUS Writing Center tutors. 
As part of a small unit on World Englishes, tutor trainees watch a YouTube 
video of renowned Jamaican-born dub poet, Linton Kwesi Johnson, perform 
a poem entitled “If I Woz a Tap Natch Poet” in Jamaican Creole (The Guard-
ian, 2009). Johnson’s intense delivery, the ensuing discussions on “Arabizi,” 
“Hinglish,” or “Nigerian Pidgin” (English and local language “mixes” that are 
spoken by some of the students in the training class) make this activity one 
of the highlights of the semester. This video was the impetus for Jamal, then 
a tutor trainee in the class, to consider planning—with his friends—a staged 
poetry event at AUS:

I wanted so much for us to organize this because I remember, 
when I first saw Linton Kwesi Johnson [perform his poem], 
thinking how amazing it was to write something like that, 
you know, something that’s meaningful and cool, and per-
form it.
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By happenstance, Jamal and three friends—Ahmad, Haris, and Khalil—
had recently begun to discuss holding events on the AUS campus that would 
attract like-minded students interested in exchanging knowledge, particularly 
about their own various intellectual or creative sidelines. In his first interview 
with me, Khalil expressed the group’s hope that the activities planned by the 
group would make “make a space [on campus] for learning for the love of 
learning, separate from learning for the sake of grades, degrees, or career.” 
Ahmad, who spearheaded this endeavor, did so in response to student inter-
actions that he perceived as insularly academic-focused and to extracurricular 
activities that largely revolved around “career and making money and putting 
stuff on your CV.”

The group approached the AUS International Exchange Office (IEO) for 
sponsorship and support. While the Writing or English departments might 
have seemed more appropriate prospects for supporting a literacy event, Ja-
mal had befriended some of the student workers and younger staff at the 
IEO that semester while applying to the semester-abroad program. As Jamal 
shared his new interest with the staff, some of them introduced Jamal to 
their favorite poetry performances on the internet and were enthused at the 
prospect of hosting such an event. Most importantly, the IEO director readily 
agreed to sponsor a performance poetry evening, reasoning that spoken word 
events were popular activities on the American campuses that partnered with 
AUS and that the event would provide a venue for publicizing the IEO. 

Within the next few weeks, email announcements—sent out to AUS stu-
dents, staff, and faculty—invited “poets, aspiring poets, poetry lovers, and per-
formers [who were] willing to share an original poem, or to interpret/recite/
perform a poem of their choosing, in any language, 3-5 minutes in length” to a 
“poetry slam.” Two links appeared in the posting: a link to an online sign-up 
sheet and another to a video of spoken word artist Sarah Kay performing one 
of her most popular poems, “Point B” at a TEDx conference. The organiz-
ers’ familiarity with the TED Talks format led to the inclusion of what the 
organizers and poet participants would later agree was a significant part of 
the evening—refreshments in the lobby immediately after the show. Jamal 
explained their decision: 

For instance, a big part of TED Talks is not only when the 
[presenters] go on stage, but, also the lunches and the general 
breaks they have, [so attendees can meet] a lot of people and 
make friends and connections and share ideas. So, I thought 
we should do the same thing for the poets. 

Rounding out the event’s marketing was Ahmad’s poster, which, like the 
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email announcement, invited students to a poetry slam: dramatic and edgy—
like much slam imagery—it featured a young man behind a microphone, en-
veloped in wings of fire. 

The Big Night

As suggested by Omar’s account at the beginning of the chapter, the poet 
and audience response to the poetry event was striking. The 20 poets Omar 
referred to included students, professors, and staff. In fact, there were so many 
attendees that students sat on the stairs and lined the back wall. A handful of 
poets who were obviously familiar with the conventions of spoken word per-
formed their poems, but, poignantly, many more students announced that this 
event constituted the first time they had gone public with their poetry, some 
hands visibly shaking as their owners read their poems from papers and from 
phone screens, and in one case, from a laptop precariously perched on the 
lectern. Audience members called out words of encouragement, and warmly 
applauded each poet. Despite the fact that “any language” was specified in the 
announcement, every poem was delivered in English except one—a poem in 
Arabic. However, this poem became a notable part of the evening, as Omar 
explained:

[The poet] was talking about the woman that he loves, and 
he was, like, using lovely metaphors to describe her, but with 
every verse he would describe her in an Emirati dialect and 
then repeat [the sentiment by] switching to, like, Palestinian, 
then to Jordanian, then to Iraqi, then to Egyptian dialect—
showing that we can say the same thing in six different ways. 
To hear someone perform it in, like, six different Arabic dia-
lects was just something to hear. 

While logistically, the first poetry performance event went off without a 
hitch, it was brought to the organizers’ attention that the event was labeled in 
a confusing way. Indeed, despite the reference to a “poetry slam” both on the 
poster and in the email announcement, this event could not be called a poet-
ry slam—poets in competition with an audience awarding points—but was 
instead a spoken-word event accommodating a wide range of interpretations 
of “performed” poetry. This contradiction was made clear to the organizers 
after the event during refreshment time in the lobby—the refreshment-time 
concept that they had “borrowed” from TED Talks. Some students who were 
unfamiliar with the term “poetry slam” questioned its meaning, while a few 
students who were more knowledgeable asked organizers “why” the event was 
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called a poetry slam. 
Later, in his interview, Jamal admitted that the organizers had not thought 

very pointedly about the distinction between “poetry slam” and “performance 
poetry” when drafting the announcements. Yet, despite this misnomer in the 
email and the fact that the event’s poster, both in title and in image, was 
strongly evocative of slam poetry as portrayed in digital media, the rhetoric of 
the emails suggested a wide scope of interpretation for the night. This email 
announcement still opened a number of “portals,”—in Gee’s (2007) words—
or access points for participation in this first performance poetry night; stu-
dents could read or recite or perform their own poem or the poem of another 
author, and in any language. Indeed, from an affinity-space perspective, the 
organizers’ confusion regarding the performance/slam distinction seems to 
have provided this initial poetry night the condition of accessibility, as the 
lack of specificity allowed AUS poets at all levels of spoken-word ability and 
interest to consider participating. 

Another portal to accessibility was the sponsorship of the IEO, an ex-
ample which provides a clear example of the interplay between serendipity 
and synergy. Sponsorship of the event by the IEO would likely not have 
been considered by the four as an option but for Jamal’s new connection 
with the program and its staff. While his involvement with IEO could be 
understood as serendipitous, the group’s decision to seek sponsorship for this 
activity was largely synergistic—based on their understanding that IEO was 
a student-focused program that, because of its interaction with universities 
abroad, might welcome the opportunity to sponsor the event. As a portal, 
IEO sponsorship likely opened the door to more participants. On a campus 
that is largely described by faculty, staff, students, and alumni as “culturally 
diverse” (American University of Sharjah, 2010), a poetry event sponsored 
by the IEO is potentially more appealing to wider group of students than a 
poetry event sponsored by the Departments of English or Writing. 

Given the accessibility afforded by the portals that first evening, partic-
ipants came away with a sense of the potential of the event: the organizers 
could ascertain poets’ level of interest and range of abilities; poets had the 
opportunity to perform their poetry to an audience and to learn from others; 
would-be performance poets seated in the audience could be inspired and 
motivated. Khalil, even in his capacity as an organizer, expressed surprise at 
the potentiality of the evening: 

I think some of poets didn’t think they were good at all or 
they had any sort of talent and then from the response they 
got, they were like “You know, I can do this.” And it was re-
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ally cool when, like, the poets were standing around [during 
refreshment time after the event] and then, one person 
would really like something about a poet’s poem and they’d 
talk about it. That was really cool. And, another cool thing 
was—well, I didn’t really think about it before—but I didn’t 
expect that I’d remember someone’s poem a month later. 

While this may seem a mundane account of events, I argue that it is ac-
tually a complex interplay of synergy and serendipity, one that—partly by 
participant disposition and partly by happenstance—resulted in an accessible 
space for performance-poetry fans from all corners of the university, and it 
provided potentiality for further meaningful and enjoyable learning. While 
some of connections have already been made explicit above, analyzing the 
dynamics of its development expose the intricacies involved. I can assert, for 
example, that it was serendipitous that Jamal was exposed to performance po-
etry in his peer-tutoring in writing class. Yet, what was the disposition of the 
professor (me) who sought to introduce the class to the idea of World En-
glishes by showing a video of a Jamaican dub poet engaged in a participatory 
literacy act? This is an example of synergy. What were the dispositions of the 
students, like Jamal, Khalil, and Ahmad, who had at different times enrolled 
in peer-tutoring class to become tutors in the Writing Center? This is also 
synergy. That Jamal and his group of friends decided to become involved with 
informal learning opportunities is synergy. That Jamal became interested in 
performance poetry at the same time that he and his friends made that deci-
sion seems serendipitous.

The next section illustrates how, with the potential for an affinity space 
established, performance poetry night participants—both the organizers and 
the students—negotiated and sustained this affinity space to accommodate 
their diverse and translingual context. 

At the Intersection of Participatory Literacy 
and Translingualism (Or “We Don’t Know 
What This Is, But We Like It”)

Once Jamal, Ahmad, Khalil, and Haris reconvened the following semester, 
the group decided to be more deliberate and clear in their second event plan-
ning, as this excerpt from Ahmad’s email update to the organizers suggests: 

I had coffee with Jamal yesterday and we were of the opinion 
that we should probably start moving away from the title 



276   Ronesi

of “slam poetry” and redesign the poster with a sense of the 
actual event we hosted last time.

To help them “get a sense of the actual event” before proceeding with 
plans, the group decided to interview the poets for their insights on the first 
event. Jamal, Ahmad, Khalil, and Haris worked with the IEO office to contact 
and request group interviews with the poets. While the organizers’ interview 
protocol addressed a number of logistical aspects, the focus of the interview 
concerned the structure and content of the event—particularly, the poets’ per-
spectives on whether parameters should be set on the performance style of 
the poems. The interviewers sought to determine poets’ thoughts about plan-
ning for an actual slam, or if not for a slam specifically, about incorporating 
elements of competition or evaluation. 

The five student poets who showed up for the organizers’ interviews were 
invested performers who sought to improve their performance styles for the 
following event; even so, they all favored maintaining an inclusive spirit rath-
er than insisting on “performance over reading” or gravitating toward a slam 
model. Even as the poets admitted enjoying the excitement of slam compe-
titions, they all believed that adopting a slam format was inappropriate for 
this event. To these student poets, it was more important to offer a venue 
to poets of all abilities and retain the warm, supportive environment of the 
first event—in short, to build a community for aspiring AUS poets. Eval-
uation—or being rated, poetry-slam style—was understood as a stratifying 
element that would drive away novices and remind the students too much of 
being graded. “I’m really only interested in critique [I might receive informal-
ly during the refreshment time after the event] or later when I see poets on 
campus,” noted Omar. To that end, the term “poetry slam” was removed from 
all reference to the second event. 

Elaborating on the organizers’ question about performance styles in a sub-
sequent interview with me, Sakina recounted what she told the organizers: 
that the first event’s accessible approach promoted a relaxed atmosphere and 
relief from the “oppression” associated with being a student—lectures, dead-
lines, assessment—and highlighted how the event created an opportunity for 
important informal learning. She explained:

For example, I wouldn’t go [if I saw a poster announcing] a 
seminar on racism. I mean, [my response would be] “I know 
about racism. Okay. Finished. I’m not a racist.” Whatever. 
You [respond] with these preconceived ideas. Whereas if [a 
topic is presented with poetry] it’s someone’s experience, and 
it means more to the person who’s listening to it, who gets to 
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unwrap, or, like, unravel the layers with the poet who’s speak-
ing, as he’s going along. You’re like, you know, engaging in 
the presentation. You really feel that [the poets are] coming 
from somewhere, like maybe this has happened to them, so, 
you know, you take it personally. [Poets] need to be able to 
efficiently communicate if [the topic] is something serious 
like racism because people are more willing to learn this way 
than when put in a classroom setting. 

Another poet, Badr, pointed out that an open and unrestricted poetry 
night offers a space where the multi-vocalic nature of their translingual com-
munity can be enacted, allowing for modes of expression not formally vali-
dated on campus:

The poetry slam should have come a long time ago, because 
there are a lot of poets here, and they never got a chance [un-
til poetry night]. So, I don’t want to interfere with that [by 
adding more parameters], because it’s very nice, because we 
get a different flavor from everybody. And we can perform in 
different languages. I know it’s going to be hard for non-Ar-
abic speakers and everything, but it’s also kind of an initia-
tive, like, “Learn Arabic,” you know? We Arabs know Arabic 
and English, you know, [so] non-Arabic speakers should also 
learn Arabic. And we should also learn Urdu for people who 
are going to be performing poems in Urdu. So if poets want 
to present their poems in Urdu, we’d be listening. We’d un-
derstand. So I think it’s a very good idea that all of this [can 
be contained in] one event. 

While learning Urdu to understand peers’ poetry may sound excessive or 
exaggerated in a monolingual context, Badr’s suggestion expresses a reality in 
the context of the UAE. Lots of languages, particularly Urdu, which is spo-
ken by many of the Pakistani and Indian expatriates, are present in the UAE. 
Individuals here often “pick up” languages for trade reasons, or from watching 
entertainment media, or in the houses of friends. For these students, to ac-
quire enough Urdu to appreciate the gist of a poem is not an unrealistic goal. 

Even as the creation of a poetry community trumped the evaluation and 
competition the poets associated with slam, poets expressed in their inter-
views that improving for the next performance was definitely a goal. To that 
end, the organizers invited a faculty member from the English Department, 
a spoken-word poet who performs internationally, to present a workshop on 
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performance poetry. This event, offered a few weeks before the second poetry 
night, was attended by many of the first-event poets and provided an over-
view of oral poetry and its different forms and techniques. Contemplating the 
organizers’ decision to host the workshop, Khalil referred to an affinity-space 
experience—his role as a tutor in the writing center:

It seems like we are drawing all these students in, even if they 
don’t know what performance poetry is, and then helping 
them to bring [the event] up to a performance level, which 
is, I think, what we’re doing this semester with the workshop, 
sort of addressing all those questions that the poets had, es-
pecially on performing their poems. It’s the same way we do 
things at the writing center. You don’t want to give too much 
content input; you want to guide [students] to learn on their 
own.

Ahmad, too, understood the poets’ request for open and unconstrained 
learning, in line as they were with the organizers’ earlier stated goals of 
promoting gatherings of like-minded individuals interested in exchanging 
knowledge. Like Khalil, Ahmad drew from an affinity-space experience as he 
discussed supporting the poets.

Sometimes you don’t want to be part of a competition. You 
just want to present your stuff and get other people’s opin-
ions on it, and see. You know, I used to do my graphics work 
just as a hobby and I posted my work on the internet to get 
other people’s opinions on it, and it was a good experience. 
There are a couple of good forums where you can post your 
images and people comment and critique and discuss them 
and [suggest] ways in which you can make them better. You 
know, I think that’s a crucial part of developing your talent 
or your skill. So, [poetry night] is something similar to that, 
I guess. 

To reflect the new understanding of performance poetry night, Jamal, 
Ahmad, Khalil, and Haris spent some time re-imagining the poster. Their 
debates about the poster frustrated the group a bit but also served to high-
light the importance they assigned to getting the right message across. After 
speaking with the poets, designating the event as “Performance Poetry Night” 
was an easy decision; however, the group sought a motto to set an appropriate 
tone for the event. Finally, a joke made by Khalil half in frustration, half in 
jest—“We don’t know what this is, but we like it”—was identified as convey-
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ing the sense of the evolving event that had emerged serendipitously. That 
decided, Ahmad changed the poster design from what he joked “looked like 
an ad for a gritty, low-budget crime movie” to a whimsical look the group had 
decided on—a stylized graphic of green, blue and purple. The event name and 
motto encircled a sketch of a bird nestled in clouds—a simple bird sketch 
that Haris and Ahmad had drawn on the white board for the first poetry 
event. Appreciated by several poets and audience members that evening, the 
bird had become the event’s mascot. The words “lofty,” “soar,” “untitled,” “im-
agery,” “transcend,” “precipice,” “whisper,” and “stance” in quirky and fanciful 
fonts filled the background amidst purple curlicues. The new poster suggested 
imagination, growth, and potential. 

Like the organizers, the poets also drew upon informal learning and affin-
ity space practices for their role in the event. In the absence of a spoken-word 
community on campus and lack of easy access to the few events taking place 
in the UAE, the poet participants had resorted to honing their poetry and 
performance techniques through digital media. Sakina, Omar, and Samir en-
gaged in watching poetry slams and spoken-word events on YouTube and 
learned about the occasional spoken word event through Facebook. Badr 
posted his poems on the site PoetrySoup.com, where he both provided and 
benefited from poet feedback. Amal had a blog in which she posted her po-
ems and remained in contact with other poets through discussion groups and 
her Twitter account. However, as she pointed out, online engagement was, in 
this case, a poor substitute: 

I want to see likeminded people gathered in one place, and, 
for once, feel like, okay, there are people who like poetry and, 
no, they’re not, like, 1,000 miles away, or a Twitter follow-
er, or, you know, a person who likes my blog post, but that 
there’s someone that’s sitting right in front of me and we’re 
discussing poetry [face-to-face]. 

While spoken word is, as Low (2008) points out, “awash in contempo-
rary communication technologies” (p. 102), its attraction is the poet-audience 
and poet-poet interaction. While digital media could bring performances to 
these student poets, it could not provide a space for the skill development or 
the social interaction they desired. Indeed, this first AUS event prompted 
Samir and Omar to search other UAE venues to perform. For Omar, this 
event brought him into the realm of “imagined communities” (Norton, 2001; 
Norton & Kamal, 2003; Pavlenko & Norton, 2005), as he perceived this ex-
perience as a step toward membership in the community of the spoken word 
performers he had admired online: 
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After the first poetry night, I wanted to perform again. Like, 
I needed to do it again, so I was Googling for places in 
Dubai, you know, open-mic nights, what I could find. And 
I found this place in Dubai called Global Youth Empow-
erment Movement, and, as it happens, like, a month later 
they were going to have an open-mic night. I went and I 
performed a poem there, and I loved it. Actually, someone 
there took a picture of me and just put it on Facebook and 
I found it recently, and I was so happy, because I felt like I 
looked how [my favourite performance poets, Shihan, Black 
Ice, and Gemineye] do, when they perform. 

“Yes, Let’s Get This On”: Going Translingual 
and Forgetting Differences

Indeed, Omar was not the only poet who came to the second poetry perfor-
mance much better prepared. It appeared the various efforts on the parts of 
the participants—the more deliberate planning and publicity by the orga-
nizers, the oral poetry workshop, and the opportunity of several months for 
poets to practice and plan—led to a second poetry night that retained the 
enthusiasm of the first, but included more linguistic variety and more skilful 
deliveries. Samir compared the two evenings:

We still got a lot of people, but [this time] a lot of people, 
like, knew what to expect. Because last time we were, like, 
okay, “We’re not sure what we’re really doing, but let’s give 
this a try.” But now it’s more like “Yes, let’s get this on, you 
know. Let’s make this the best night of our lives and stuff.” 
Even though I had an exam at eight AM the next morning, 
I still came. I was planning to, like, perform and watch a 
couple of my friends and then leave, but I just couldn’t leave. 
I sat through the entire night. And even we socialised after-
wards for, like, another hour. And, this time, a lot of exchange 
students came. Like, there was Amy and she’s from Chicago, 
and she was telling us, “You guys are really good.” It was 
really good. 

Sakina observed “a lot of poets who did it last time were a lot more con-
fident than before—you could tell from their body language. They were like, 
‘We’ll ditch the paper. We’ll perform it.’” As an Urdu and English speaker 
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with a grasp of primary-school Arabic, Sakina felt that the performance of 
the poems minimized the need for the language to be understood:

Yes, you could enjoy them, the feeling and the performance 
aspect, you know? Even if you didn’t understand it all. I think 
that’s the main thing about it being the performance poetry. 
I mean, you may not, like, have to dwell on the content all the 
time, and if it’s not in your language, you can focus on how 
it’s delivered, because these poets [performed] really well. 

For this second event, “open-mic” time was added after the scheduled per-
formances. The organizers added this component on the advice of poets who 
knew attendees who had brought poems with them to the first event “just in 
case,” but received no invitation to perform. Open mic added another portal 
to the event, giving an opportunity to those would-be performance poets who 
might decide they want to join in, even if they had been too intimidated to 
sign up. One of the poets who took advantage of this opportunity was Badr, 
who volunteered during open-mic time to perform a hilarious but classic 
Arabic poem “Sawt Safeeral Bulbulee,” (“The Song of the Nightingale”) at-
tributed to the renowned Arab poet Al-Asma’i, who performed the poem 
during the eighth century for the Abbasid Caliph Abu Ja’far Al Mansour. 
This difficult piece, a real tongue-twister, was appreciated by audience mem-
bers, many of whom were familiar with the poem from their studies in Arab 
history. Badr, who had memorized it as a child along with his siblings at the 
request of their father, felt comfortable performing it in view of the number 
of Arabic poems that evening:

Poetry night was amazing, because poets came and they said 
what they wanted to say. It was just like “come with your 
poetry.” All [possibilities were] there. That was the beauty of 
the night. People came, speaking in Arabic, English. People 
talked about love, talked about personal topics, talked about 
their countries, talked about society in general. People talked 
about their happy days. And there was even the kid who had 
the dark, the very dark poetry. Even that.

Another aspect that added to, in Badr’s words, “the beauty of the night” 
was the event’s effect on students’ willingness to overlook, for the evening, 
those statuses or characteristics that to him appeared to be salient on campus 
and divisive to student unity. Badr reflected on those unique to AUS: 

Now, in university, everyone has their own corner. Like, you 
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know, everything divides. For example, if you’re not a party 
person, if you’re not a clubbing person, if, let’s say, you’re one 
of the EMO people. Then you have the jocks. And then you 
have, let’s say, the preps. And the thing is, here’s the major 
clash in AUS: you have people who are strictly Arab, and you 
have people who are strictly Western, and you have people in 
the middle, and each one of them is even subcategorised into 
different groups. . . . and, it’s bad, because these [members of 
these different groups] would never meet. And [at perfor-
mance poetry night], we kind of broke these subcategories 
that I am talking about and we all united in one, under one 
flag, kind of thing. That was the beauty of it.

Sakina noted that interest in performance poetry seemed to cut across 
students’ gender and major: 

There were guys who were students in my lab, and I never 
thought that they would like poetry—and you know, like, 
that’s the thing, it’s like this weird perception [that] guys . . . 
and engineers . . . don’t like poetry, which is just nonsense-—
but they were there, and they really enjoyed it. And they told 
me that they really liked my poem and that I should [contin-
ue performing]. So I asked, “Will you guys come if it’s held 
again? They’re like, yes, you know, we’re even thinking that 
next time we will take part.

Samir appreciated the event’s potential for community building: 

I like the positive energy. I mean, other than coming to listen 
to good poetry, I like the whole fact that there’s like social 
acceptance. You know? It doesn’t matter who you are, what 
you are, what you look like, you’re a human being in front of 
us, you’re reading something which we know has value, or 
depth, or whatever. And like, you know, we’re there with you. 
Like the girl who got up and she read the poem about her 
late grandfather, like, we could all relate. You know? It didn’t 
matter if the poem was good or bad. We were there for her, 
and we clapped and we screamed. Every time now on cam-
pus I see her, we wave or talk a bit. 

While events leading to the second poetry evening seemed less seren-
dipitous, clearly the organizers and the poets engaged in synergy with the 
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context—they sought to negotiate a learning community that was supportive, 
flexible, unstratified, and accommodating to each participants’ level of profi-
ciency. The AUS performance poetry evening, as a student-driven initiative, 
was situated in the cultural context and literacy strengths of the student poet 
population at AUS. The participants turned these evenings into opportuni-
ties for multi-vocalic expression that built community and good will across 
differences, and, indeed, highlighted translingual strengths of “synergy” and 
“serendipity” (Canagarajah, 2013, p. 41). The accommodating nature of perfor-
mance poetry—adjustable to local parameters and context—was suited to the 
participants’ affinity-space approach to negotiating an environment that was 
accessible, participatory, learning-filled, and evolving. 

Performance Poetry Night: Still Evolving

Performance poetry night is an evolving story. The original organizers have 
graduated, and currently, IEO student staff have taken on the planning, 
demonstrating the same inclusive spirit the founding organizers and poets 
established. During the refreshment break after the most recent event—the 
fifth performance poetry night, in which poems were delivered in English, 
Arabic, Farsi, and Urdu—my discussion with a new organizer-poet who had 
assisted the IEO staff in planning the event revealed a proposed change for 
future poetry nights. He envisioned starting the evening “as per tradition” 
with sign-up spoken word performances and open-mic opportunities, fol-
lowed by a “proper” slam for poets who wanted to compete. I was excited by 
his ideas—AUS poetry night is evolving with continued emphasis on making 
room for all poets and abilities. 

There is another new development. Some of the poets—including Omar, 
Amal, and Badr—have participated in the performance poetry events spon-
sored monthly by the Rooftops Rhythms group in Abu Dhabi. In fact, there 
is a synergy developing between the two performance venues. AUS partic-
ipants who had attended the Rooftops Rhythm events introduced a new 
Rooftops Rhythm practice into the fifth AUS performance poetry night—a 
mid-performance challenge to create a poem using audience-brainstormed 
words. This component resulted in a richer sense of poet-audience engage-
ment and community. At the same time, “seasoned” AUS performance poets 
were encouraging novices to investigate Rooftops Rhythms as another venue 
for their creativity. At this point, I am pleased to state that “a culture of per-
formance poetry” has formed in the UAE, and some of those poets got their 
start at AUS. 
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Implications for Writing Programs

Many chapters in this book have addressed the level to which our MENA 
students are not considered prepared for English-medium, university-level 
writing. They cite the variety of educational models which comprised our 
students’ secondary education, the lack of emphasis on learner independence 
or critical thinking in the curriculum, and the varying degrees to which En-
glish in general, and English academic writing in particular, are addressed 
(see Annous, Nicolas, & Townsend; Hodges & Kent; Jarkas & Fakhreddine; 
Miller & Pessoa; and Rudd & Telafici; , this volume). As such, there is a 
daunting sense that students have a lot of “catching up” to do which must 
be accomplished as quickly as possible because writing assignments in their 
other courses require students to have already assimilated these skills. 

To respond to this need, my Department of Writing—whose purview 
covers only the first-year writing requirements—has, over the past few years, 
steadily refined writing course content to a strict focus on argument and 
source-based writing. However, this focus may have come at a price, where 
students perceive writing at university as stripped of creativity and self-expres-
sion. While there are a few opportunities for creative writing in upper-level 
English department courses, many students do not consider those as options; 
indeed, four out of the five poet participants in this research were engineering 
students who felt the rigors of their coursework would not permit enrolling 
in creative writing classes. Yet, a significant number of AUS students have 
poems tucked away in their laptops or phones, or even spiral-bound note-
books—and many of these students would not be characterized as “strong” 
academic writers, even as their poems reveal that they can be wry and insight-
ful, even skilful, commentators on life in English and other languages. 

In our limited capacity as a first-year writing program with a strictly ac-
ademic writing focus, how can the Department of Writing—and other de-
partments like it in the MENA region—display an openness to and support 
for students’ out-of-classroom use of English or translingual practices? How 
can we provide a platform for students who want to share literacy and lin-
guistic practices that are different from the types of writing we require in our 
classes? And, significantly, how can we invite affinity spaces on the campus, 
which put the reins in the students’ hands, empowering them to drive their 
own learning, which was certainly the strength of performance poetry night? 
This last point is especially important, as developing learner independence is 
a need of MENA-region students; many have come from largely authoritari-
an or regimented educational backgrounds and would benefit from opportu-
nities where they are responsible for their learning. 
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As such, it appears necessary to broaden our approach in different ways. 
In view of the endeavor under study—the student-driven poetry night—it 
seems appropriate to look to the extracurricular realm, a place where, for 
many students, academic and personal interests meet with limited guidance 
from faculty. Supporting a student activity or club can translate into service 
for writing faculty who are expected to fulfill such requirements. Of course, a 
logical spring-board for encouraging similar extracurricular endeavors is the 
writing center, especially if it is staffed by undergraduate tutors who can take 
responsibility for organizing the activities. Writing centers are known sites 
of innovation, and their status as spaces for writing-across-the-curriculum 
easily opens doors to undertakings with different units and departments on 
campus; this is particularly so if the tutors represent a variety of majors and 
are cognizant of the variety of literacy activities that their peers engage in. 
Keeping in mind the role of the IEO in lending an international, cross-cul-
tural legitimacy to performance poetry night, writing-center-sponsored ac-
tivities that are pointedly interdisciplinary—for example, collaborating with 
computer engineering students on a “code poetry” event—would make such 
undertakings more relevant, and thus, more interesting to students. 

While our writing courses may be standardized in terms of goals and out-
comes, faculty may be able to drive at least some of the courses’ content. In-
troducing a unit—with readings, an assignment, and perhaps presentations—
on popular out-of-classroom literacy practices like blogging, fan fiction, and 
spoken word, to name a few, would help elicit discussions on the literacy acts 
students engage in outside of class. This kind of a unit could perhaps also gen-
erate interest on the part of some students to interact with peers to learn more 
about writing. Basing writing assignments on the topic of participatory lit-
eracy practices in English or in other languages may also compensate for the 
little room allotted to free or creative writing by validating, as a topic worthy 
of class attention, the practices students engage in on their own time. These 
topics may also mitigate the “deficit atmosphere” in the writing classroom if 
students understood their professors as valuing their own literacy practices, 
which will, in the MENA region, almost certainly cross languages. Moreover, 
the ensuing class discussion and the inherent learning can create inroads for 
student exploration with like-minded classmates and lead to activities sim-
ilar to that of performance poetry night. As explained earlier in the chapter, 
Jamal’s interest in spoken word—the driving force behind the event—was 
sparked by his exposure to a spoken-word performance in his tutor-training 
class; that half-hour classroom exercise played an undeniable role in the stu-
dent-driven chain of events that ensued. 

Supporting out-of-classroom literacy development in our rich translingual 



286   Ronesi

environments is becoming increasingly important even as we in the MENA 
region may find our resources to that extent limited for a variety of reasons. 
In response to those limitations, we should seek creative ways to engage our 
students in this undertaking. MENA students need to be encouraged to par-
ticipate in their own learning, as Haris, one of the organizers noted: 

There’s only so much the university can do; then it’s up to the 
students. It’s a two-way road: The university provides us with 
good professors, good auditoriums, a good library; we have 
good rooms to hold events. So now it’s up to us [students] to 
actually take a step, and do our part. 

Indeed, there is a great deal to be learned by letting students run the show. 
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§   Afterword

Michele Eodice
University of Oklahoma (US)

While the interest and activity in writing research is global, 
the responses are local.

—Bazerman, et al., 2009, p. ix

I want to say a few words about what I think are the three main strengths of 
this collection. First, the collection follows a trajectory set up and supported 
by some of the best researchers in the world; second, it does not take lightly 
the implications for English-language dominance in global contexts; third, all 
of these chapters honor those global contexts in admirable ways, even when 
collaborating across continents.

Following the International Writing Centers Association (IWCA) Sum-
mer Institute at Stanford University (US) in 2006, Cecelia Hawkins, who was 
then posted at the Texas A&M writing center in Doha, Qatar, invited me to 
visit Education City. While I was there, Hawkins hosted writing teachers and 
writing center/learning center directors from the region; the outcome, after 
spending two days talking together, was the start of the Middle East-North 
Africa Writing Center Alliance (MENAWCA). While president of IWCA 
in 2007, I was privileged to recognize MENAWCA as an official regional 
organization within IWCA. This moment opened up opportunities for many 
of us to join groups from all over the world, not as the writing center experts 
from the United States, but as true partners in an effort to create a global 
community of writing center leaders. Terry Zawacki’s keynote address at 
the MENAWCA conference in 2012 is described in this book’s introduction 
as another such moment of opportunity and awareness, moving us toward 
developing more intentional research and publication and thus nurturing a 
global writing studies movement. At the same time, researchers like Charles 
Bazerman and others were creating a larger space for this larger conversation 
through conferences such as Writing Research Across Borders and through 
collections of research, such as Traditions of Writing Research (2010) and In-
ternational Advances in Writing Research: Cultures, Places, Measures (2012). 
Granted, this summary is based on my experiences with these places and 
people, conferences and texts; I am sure hundreds of researchers are right now 
contributing to the growing literature on teaching writing in “global contexts” 
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(Lillis & Curry, 2010). 
One productive result of all the work outlined above is found in the book 

you are reading, where a particular research stance has emerged, one ground-
ed in valuing all the varied linguistic skills student writers come with, first 
and foremost, and one that regards language negotiation as pedagogical, not 
problematic. Included in this stance is deeper engagement with methods and 
participants, preventing, as Christiane Donahue (2009) warned, “‘interna-
tionalizing’ efforts that remain stuck in a-historical, a-contextual, and highly 
partial modes of intellectual tourism” (p. 236). The researchers here have acted 
as responsible global citizens, embodying a “rhetoric of respect” (Rousculp, 
2014) as they engage with communities of writers in the Middle East-North 
Africa region. Perhaps some have even achieved a level of engagement Suresh 
Canagarajah (2013) calls “radically other-centered” (p. 41). 

The researchers here (clearly following the lead of the editors’ sensibilities) 
avoid colonizing moves in their interactions by foregrounding over a doz-
en different contexts and acknowledging that the “imposition of English on 
non-native speakers of English has raised the issues of linguistic and cultural 
hegemony” (Uysal, Chapter 2, this volume). So while we will learn about new 
classroom strategies or new language policies, this collection emphasizes that 
making knowledge through interaction with this text and then in our own 
communities requires that we not lose sight of context. In Decolonizing Edu-
cational Research, Leigh Patel (2016) explains this responsibility: 

In addition to being answerable to learning and knowledge, 
educational research is answerable to context. . . . However, 
being answerable to context does not only mean attending 
to the historical and ongoing destruction of colonialism. 
Additionally, it means attending to the ways that humans 
. . . engage in learning. . . . Being answerable to context dy-
namically helps to illuminate what kinds of knowledges are 
important. Projects of systemic social change cannot pursue 
knowledge without regard to the context they are trying to 
change. (p. 78)

Most writing centers and composition classrooms in the US share some-
thing in common: the staff and students are predominately white English 
speakers. In some cases, it matters little to an institution that this scene pre-
vails in spite of amazing diversity within our student populations. Unfortu-
nately, in the US many see “non-native” speakers as a growing problem and 
not a linguistic gift. In the MENA region, writing specialists have moved 
way beyond U.S. discussions of EFL, EAP, ESL, and the like. This recursive 
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discussion in the US “keeps us stuck in old thinking that is tied to an ideol-
ogy few sociolinguistic scholars would still espouse” (Nebel, Chapter 1, this 
volume). Those who work most often with student writers (in classrooms or 
writing centers) need to cultivate superdiversity if we are not already right 
smack in the middle of it. 

Among the new social formations are contexts of learning 
in higher education where there is now a mixing of peo-
ple who geographically, socioeconomically, and linguistically 
might otherwise never have come together. Recognizing the 
challenges and opportunities of this phenomenon allows us 
to explore previously held constructs in a new and fluid space 
that should necessarily invite a shift in thinking to meet the 
complex characteristics of context and time. (Nebel, Chapter 
1, this volume)

Nebel’s message is an important one for us to hear, especially in U.S. high-
er education. Uysal pushes us even further, beyond classroom teaching, to 
consider the impact of a global English imperative on scholarly writers from 
the MENA region. As more and more writing specialists work with faculty 
writers, we will need a fuller understanding of the evolving publishing de-
mands and markets and what those markets are saying about language in 
this “post-monolingual world” (Nebel, Chapter 1, this volume). The extent of 
co-researching/co-authoring in this collection is remarkable too, and I can 
only imagine the impact each individual researcher made on their research 
teams in terms of language exchanges and sharing diverse ways of knowing. 
In the midst of research collaboration, Theado, Johnson, Highly, and Omar 
uncovered hidden assets by working across institutions: “Merging pedagogi-
cal preferences and practices produced new instructional approaches that bet-
ter suit [our] teaching contexts” (Chapter 7, this volume). Many researchers 
in this collection have taken admirable risks in crossing transnational borders 
to improve curriculum and pedagogy. They have designed studies to learn 
directly from faculty and students how the tension between teaching con-
tent and teaching language (especially in those English-medium universities) 
influences the perceptions of academic challenge (Miller & Pessoa). It may 
surprise some that the very same issues we talk about in the U.S. context are 
being studied in the MENA region: student preparedness for academic liter-
acy, plagiarism, the value of creative and reflective writing, and more. 

How will this collection impact me, someone who has visited the region 
and has some understanding of the contexts and issues? What I am now no-
ticing, as an editor of The Writing Center Journal and as a professor who is de-
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veloping a new graduate seminar called Composing Leadership, is that I need 
to take this book into that work. The writing center folks who read the journal 
and the graduate students who take the seminar will benefit from seeing the 
scope of research projects undertaken by the authors in this collection. They 
need to see how integrative the thinking is about writing in multiple settings; 
and they need to see how collaboration across institutions and continents 
works. And I realized that while thinking about possible readings for the 
seminar (designed to prepare future writing program administrators, writing-
across-the- curriculum program directors, and writing center directors), I had 
been eagerly waiting for the moment when the first big wave of research from 
this region would hit our shores. In addition, the faculty fellows who work 
on our Writing Enriched Curriculum project will be reading several chapters 
from this collection to inform their understandings of WAC/WID models in 
very different settings. 

Finally, what I have been most impressed with is that each chapter con-
textualizes its own political landscape, from the locations where language 
policy and language-learning pedagogies are mediated, to the curricular, 
where critiques of aims and practices are designed to respond to particular 
contexts. Communities of writers are always communities in context; I have 
come to believe all writing is community writing. Collective efforts, such as 
this edited edition, have contributed to supporting and recognizing writing 
researchers from all over the world while furthering a stance that seems es-
pecially important for those of us working from the west to take—that re-
sisting the western, Americentric, Anglocentric, or Anglophone influence is 
achieved through understanding global communities in context. Based on the 
evidence presented by these researchers, I believe we do share these common-
places: that writing research is educational research; that writing is potentially 
transformative for student writers (as well as for writers of research); and 
that we study writers and writing to acknowledge and ultimately improve 
the contexts in which writing is taught and produced. In Emerging Writing 
Research from the Middle East-North Africa Region, readers can find evidence 
that these shared commonplaces, as valued within contexts, will bring us clos-
er to knowing each other. 
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