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1
1.0 Introduction
Arabic is one of the most widely spoken languages globally and is increasingly recognised for its cultural, economic, and political significance. In the United Kingdom, interest in Arabic has grown due to global political developments, migration, and its strategic importance for diplomacy, security, and trade (British Council, 2013). Despite this, Arabic provision in the UK post-16 education sector remains fragmented and inconsistent. Compared with European languages such as French, Spanish, Italian, and German, Arabic is far less widely available. A survey of UK modern foreign language departments found that French was offered in 99% of institutions and Spanish in 94%, while German and Italian were available in 72% and 58% respectively; in contrast, Arabic was offered in only 22% of institutions (University Council of Modern Languages, 2018). This study therefore investigates the gaps and challenges in Arabic language teaching within the context of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) and the wider Welsh post-16 sector.
With over 400 million speakers worldwide, Arabic is among the most widely used languages globally (Ishkewy, Harb and Farahat, 2014) and is often ranked fifth after Mandarin Chinese, Spanish, English, and Hindi (Shlowiy and Saad, 2022). Its global significance supports international communication, diplomacy, and economic engagement, particularly with Arab League countries.
In Wales, the Welsh Government’s Global Futures strategy (2022) promotes international language learning but provides limited guidance on Arabic. At UWTSD, Arabic provision appears limited and lacks a coordinated framework, potentially restricting learner progression. This study therefore explores how these structural and institutional gaps shape Arabic language education in the Welsh post-16 context.
This research is informed by professional teaching experience in the post-16 sector, where persistent issues have been observed, including the lack of standardised curricula, limited teaching resources, variations in teacher qualifications, and unclear progression pathways. Comparative experience in Southeast Asia, including Malaysia, Indonesia, and Thailand, suggests that these challenges are more pronounced in the UK, specifically in Wales, where Arabic programmes are often less structured.

2.0 Literature Review
2.1 Historical Development and Current Position of Arabic Language Teaching in the UK
Research on Arabic language education in the UK highlights persistent structural and pedagogical challenges. Soliman and Khalil (2022) observe that Arabic is frequently taught through community or supplementary schools rather than mainstream institutions. This results in inconsistencies in curriculum design, teaching approaches, and assessment practices. Furthermore, teachers often face limited access to professional development opportunities and structured training for teaching Arabic as a foreign or heritage language. The linguistic complexity of Arabic, including the distinction between Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) and regional spoken varieties, presents additional difficulties for educators and learners. These challenges are compounded by the relatively low prioritisation of Arabic within the UK’s wider language education landscape.
Historically, Arabic teaching in UK higher education emerged through Middle Eastern and Islamic studies programmes. Bernasek and Canning (2009) highlight that the growth of these programmes was often driven by political, cultural, and strategic considerations, linking language learning with regional expertise and government priorities. Early university provision focused primarily on literary Arabic, establishing a precedent for the dominance of MSA in contemporary curricula. The British Council (2017) identifies Arabic as one of the languages of strategic importance to the UK, alongside Spanish, Mandarin, French, and German, emphasising its relevance for economic, diplomatic, and security interests. Despite this, a national deficit in foreign language skills persists, indicating that the provision of Arabic remains insufficient to meet the UK’s evolving needs.
Mapping studies of language provision in UK higher education reveal uneven availability of Arabic programmes and inconsistent pathways from school to university (British Academy, 2018). Many institutions offer Arabic in limited contexts, with disparities in staffing, programme scope, and progression opportunities. This fragmented provision contrasts sharply with widely taught European languages, highlighting the marginal status of Arabic in the UK’s educational infrastructure. The traditional emphasis on MSA, while academically valuable, does not fully account for the sociolinguistic realities of Arabic as a diglossic language, where spoken varieties differ significantly from formal written forms. Al-Batal (2017) argues that an exclusive focus on MSA can limit learners’ communicative competence and reduce the practical relevance of their studies.
2.2 Curriculum Design and Pedagogical Approaches
Curriculum design in Arabic language education must address the distinct needs of two primary learner groups: foreign language learners with no prior exposure and heritage learners who already possess some oral proficiency in a family dialect (Wahba, Taha, & England, 2018). Each group has differing motivations, linguistic resources, and learning goals. However, many programmes fail to differentiate effectively, leading to misalignment between learner needs and instructional provision.
Al-Batal (2017) emphasises that learners require both grammatical knowledge and communicative competence. Traditional curricula that prioritise literary Arabic at the expense of spoken varieties may produce students capable of reading classical texts but unable to engage in everyday conversation. This gap can reduce motivation and retention, particularly for adult learners or those seeking practical language skills. Al-Batal advocates integrating spoken varieties alongside MSA, enabling learners to engage meaningfully with Arabic-speaking communities and cultural contexts.
Teaching spoken Arabic, however, presents unique challenges due to diglossia. Ferguson’s (1959, cited in Wahba et al., 2018) concept of diglossia explains the coexistence of formal and informal varieties serving distinct social functions. In the Arab world, MSA is used for formal writing, media, and official discourse, while regional dialects dominate everyday communication. Each Arab country has distinct dialects, creating additional pedagogical decisions regarding which variety to prioritise and how to sequence instruction. Some programmes continue to focus almost exclusively on MSA, whereas others attempt integration with spoken dialects, though no standardised methodology exists.
Heritage learners face further challenges. Zabarah (2016) notes that these students often possess oral fluency in a dialect but lack literacy in MSA. When placed in mainstream classes without tailored instruction, they may become disengaged, resulting in higher attrition rates. A lack of recognition for their existing linguistic resources can further exacerbate disengagement. Effective curriculum design must therefore accommodate both foreign and heritage learners, providing pathways that develop literacy, oral skills, and cultural competence concurrently.
2.3 Teacher Qualifications, Professional Development, and Identity
Teacher preparation is a critical factor influencing the quality of Arabic provision. Soliman and Khalil (2022) report that many Arabic teachers in the UK have limited access to formal pedagogical training, relying instead on informal networks, self-developed materials, and prior linguistic expertise. The British Council (2023) further highlights that Arabic teachers often enter the profession through non-traditional routes due to the scarcity of structured training programmes and recognised qualifications.
This diversity in professional pathways results in a workforce with varying degrees of pedagogical and linguistic competence. Some teachers possess strong academic or linguistic expertise but lack formal teaching skills, while others gain experience through community-based instruction without accredited qualifications. The lack of standardisation presents challenges for professional identity, career progression, and the consistency of learning outcomes across institutions.
Professional standards, such as the Education and Training Foundation (ETF) Professional Standards for Teachers and Trainers (2022), provide benchmarks for post-16 educators in England and Wales. These standards emphasise the integration of subject expertise and pedagogical competence, requiring teachers to plan effective learning programmes, adapt instruction to meet diverse learner needs, and engage in reflective practice. While these frameworks offer guidance, the structural limitations of Arabic provision in the UK often impede teachers’ ability to fully meet these standards, highlighting a need for expanded training opportunities and institutional support.
2.4 Resources, Materials Development, and Digital Learning
Teaching resources are a vital component of Arabic language provision. Compared with more widely taught languages, Arabic lacks a broad range of suitable materials, particularly for intermediate and advanced learners, as well as adult learners in post-16 education (Wahba et al., 2018). This scarcity places additional burdens on teachers, who must adapt or create resources to meet learner needs.
While commercial textbooks have increased, many focus primarily on MSA, with limited attention to spoken varieties (Al-Batal, 2017). Furthermore, most are designed for full-time university students, making them less accessible for adult learners balancing study with work and family responsibilities.
Digital resources, including platforms such as BBC Arabic, CNN Arabic, and Al Jazeera, offer supplementary learning opportunities and authentic language exposure. Boyd-Barrett (2015) highlights the expanding role of Arabic-language media in global communication, reflecting the growing significance of the Arab media market. However, Wahba et al. (2018) caution that digital materials vary in pedagogical quality and require structured integration into curricula, which many institutions lack capacity to provide. Most digital resources target beginner learners, leaving a gap for advanced and specialised study.
Enhanced resource provision could significantly improve Arabic programmes. High-quality materials, combined with digital tools and careful curriculum integration, can increase learner engagement, support progression, and attract a diverse student population. For institutions such as UWTSD, this could enhance the visibility, sustainability, and appeal of Arabic programmes while aligning with the growing demand for multilingual graduates in global business, diplomacy, and cultural exchange.
2.5 The Welsh Context and UWTSD
Research on Arabic language teaching in Wales is limited, presenting a notable gap in the literature. The Welsh Government’s Global Futures strategy (2022) promotes international language learning and linguistic diversity, yet focuses predominantly on European languages and Mandarin, providing minimal guidance on Arabic.
The Welsh context also presents challenges related to resource accessibility. English-medium Arabic materials are increasingly available, but Welsh-medium resources are scarce. This restricts bilingual learning opportunities, reduces equitable access for Welsh-speaking learners, and limits integration within Wales’s broader language policy (Welsh Government, 2022). Phonetic similarities between Arabic and Welsh offer potential for comparative learning, though these opportunities remain underexplored.
Within higher education, Arabic provision is fragmented. At UWTSD, Arabic is not offered as a dedicated programme but is embedded within wider subject areas, such as Religion, Philosophy and Ethics (UWTSD CRM Enquiries Team, 2026). This mirrors national trends, where Arabic is often delivered alongside broader academic disciplines rather than as an independent field. Fragmentation limits learner progression, reduces visibility, and complicates curriculum design.
2.6 Theoretical Framework
This study draws on Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory, which emphasises the social and contextual nature of language learning. Language acquisition occurs through participation in meaningful social practices and interactions, not solely through memorisation of linguistic forms. This perspective underscores the importance of connecting learners with authentic Arabic-speaking communities and cultural contexts.
Critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970) also informs the research, highlighting how educational practices can reproduce or challenge social inequalities. In Arabic language teaching, this perspective raises questions about whose variety of Arabic is taught, which cultural narratives are prioritised, and whether provision empowers learners or primarily assimilates them into dominant cultural frameworks. Together, these frameworks provide a lens for understanding the structural, social, and pedagogical challenges shaping Arabic language education in the UK, particularly within under-researched contexts such as Wales and UWTSD.
3.0 Methodology: Action Research
3.1 Research Approach and Rationale
This study adopts an action research approach, which bridges theory and practice, enabling practitioners to investigate and reflect on their work to implement improvements within real educational settings (McAteer, 2013). Kemmis and McTaggart (2005) similarly describe action research as a participatory, reflective process through which practitioners examine their practice to enhance understanding, foster change, and improve outcomes. The study follows the action research cycle, planning, action, observation, and reflection, focusing on the initial planning and investigation phase. Findings and recommendations from this phase can inform future cycles of practice throughout my teaching career. This iterative process aligns with programme requirements for practitioner-researchers and allows me, as a trainee teacher in the PCET sector, to explore issues in my teaching context systematically. It also supports evidence-based, practical improvements guided by my reflections, experiences, and active engagement in teaching.
3.2 Research Questions
The study is guided by three research questions, developed with input from my programme tutor and refined through preliminary literature review:
1. What are the key gaps and challenges in Arabic language teaching within the post-16 sector in the UK, particularly in the Welsh context and at UWTSD?
2. How do current teaching practices, resources, and curriculum design influence learner engagement, progression, and outcomes in Arabic language courses?
3. What evidence-based recommendations can address these gaps and enhance Arabic language provision at UWTSD and across the wider post-16 sector?
3.3 Data Collection Methods
Data were collected using multiple methods to ensure triangulation. Six Arabic language teachers in post-16 settings across Swansea and other regions of Wales participated, representing further education colleges, Arabic adult education centres within Islamic centres, and private tutoring. Participants responded to guided questions exploring professional experiences, challenges, resources, professional development access, and learner needs. Institutional information from UWTSD’s information centre provided contextual background. While UWTSD informed institutional context, participant evidence reflects a broader range of post-16 Arabic teaching in Wales.
3.4 Ethical Considerations
Research followed UWTSD ethical guidelines. Ethical approval was obtained prior to data collection. Participants received clear written and verbal information about the study, their rights, and data usage, with informed consent obtained before participation. Anonymity and confidentiality were maintained using pseudonyms. Research involved professionals in their roles, avoiding vulnerable populations or highly sensitive topics, in full compliance with university ethics requirements.
3.5 Data Analysis
Teacher data were analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic analysis, including familiarisation, coding, theme identification, review, definition, and report production. Iterative analysis allowed reflection and verification with participants to ensure accuracy. UWTSD institutional data were similarly coded, contextualising teachers’ perspectives within Wales’ educational landscape. This triangulated approach captured practical teaching realities and broader contextual factors, enhancing credibility and providing a comprehensive understanding of sector gaps and challenges.
3.6 Limitations
Limitations include a small sample drawn primarily from Swansea and surrounding areas, limiting generalisability. Data rely on self-reported teacher perspectives, with learner views represented indirectly, potentially introducing subjectivity (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). My insider perspective provides contextual insight but may also introduce bias (Berger, 2015). The study focuses on identifying gaps and recommendations rather than implementing interventions, requiring future cycles to evaluate their effectiveness.
4.0 Results, Evidence, Discussion, and Conclusion
4.1 Findings
Thematic analysis of consultant interviews and documentary evidence identified five interconnected themes characterising gaps and challenges in Arabic language teaching across the post-16 sector in Wales. Each theme is presented below with illustrative quotations from six participants in Swansea and other regions, supplemented by evidence from the Information Centre at University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD).
Theme 01: Marginalisation and Limited Access
Across the data, Arabic language teaching emerged as both inconsistent and marginalised within post-16 education. Unlike widely taught European languages such as French, Spanish, or German, Arabic occupies a limited niche and is rarely established as a regular subject in further education colleges or sixth forms. Participants consistently described provision as sporadic and peripheral, dependent on individual institutional initiatives rather than embedded within mainstream curricula.
Participant A highlighted the absence of a stable system: “There is no real system. Each college does its own thing. If a student moves from one college to another, they might find themselves repeating work or encountering significant gaps.” Similarly, Participant C illustrated the consequences of marginalisation: “Students come to me with certificates from other places. Sometimes the certificates look impressive, but the student cannot hold a basic conversation. At other times, they have nothing to show for it that others will recognise.”
Document analysis confirms that while GCSE and A level frameworks provide structure for younger learners, no equivalent widely adopted framework exists for post-16 Arabic provision. Marginalisation thus restricts access, disrupts progression, and reinforces Arabic’s peripheral status in post-16 education.
Theme 02: Curriculum Instability and Institutional Support
Arabic provision is rarely a stable, fully developed subject pathway and is often delivered inconsistently. Participant D noted: “In most cases, Arabic is not offered as a proper course. It is more like support for GCSE or A level students who already study it elsewhere.”
Small class sizes exacerbate instability. Participant E observed: “The classes are usually very small, sometimes only one or two students, which makes it difficult for colleges to justify running a full course.” Provision often depends on temporary arrangements rather than permanent institutional structures. Participant F explained: “Often the college brings in an external teacher or relies on temporary funding. There is no permanent position for Arabic, so the course only runs if the right person is available.”
At higher education level, Arabic is offered intermittently. Institutional evidence indicates: “Cardiff University runs Arabic programmes from time to time, but they are not permanent. Students cannot rely on the course being available each year” (UWTSD CRM Enquiries Team, 2026, personal communication). At Swansea University, Arabic is often embedded within translation or language studies departments: “Arabic exists as part of the translation department, so it is not always visible as its own field of study. The focus is limited and opportunities for comprehensive learning are restricted” (UWTSD CRM Enquiries Team, 2026, personal communication).
This theme underscores that instability in curriculum and institutional support undermines teaching continuity, effectiveness, and long-term sustainability.
Theme 03: Challenges in Resource Provision
Limited teaching and learning materials compound challenges. Resources are often designed for full-time university students rather than post-16 learners with employment or family responsibilities. Participant D explained: “Because it is not a proper subject in the college, there is no set curriculum or agreed materials. Each teacher must decide what to use.”
Reliance on ad hoc resources, combined with small classes and intermittent support, creates inconsistency in provision. Teachers must invest significant time and expertise to develop or adapt materials, which not all are equipped to do. Consequently, resource limitations restrict both the scope and quality of teaching.
Theme 04: Learner Diversity and Unmet Needs
Learner populations are highly diverse, with varying motivations and requirements. Participant E described: “My classes include heritage learners who grew up speaking a family dialect at home but cannot read or write in Arabic. They include professionals who need Arabic for their work in healthcare, security, or local government. They include university students preparing for study abroad or research. They include retired people learning for personal interest. They include converts to Islam who want to read religious texts. These groups need completely different things from a language course, but they are all in the same room together.”
Heritage learners present unique challenges. Participant C noted: “Heritage learners come with oral skills that beginners do not have. They can understand a lot, they can express themselves in conversation, but they have no literacy and often no understanding of grammar. They need something completely different from beginners. But we do not have separate classes for them, so they end up in mixed groups where neither their needs nor the beginners’ needs are fully met. They get bored with the slow pace of oral work, but they struggle with the literacy demands. It is not fair to anyone.”
Professional learners face distinct challenges. Participant B remarked: “I have students who work in healthcare, who need to conduct initial assessments with Arabic-speaking patients. I have students in local government who need to understand community concerns. Our courses are general, designed for nobody and therefore not suitable for anybody. I try to adapt, to bring in relevant materials, but I am not a healthcare professional, I do not know exactly what they need. There is a gap between what we provide and what they require.”
This theme highlights that courses rarely meet the varied needs of learners, leaving gaps in both relevance and effectiveness.
Theme 05: Fragmented Provision within Post-16 Institutions
Arabic provision across post-16 institutions is fragmented. It is rarely a standalone subject and is often absent from mainstream curricula. Where content exists, it is usually embedded within broader programmes rather than delivered as a specialised discipline. The UWTSD CRM Enquiries Team (2026, personal communication) reported: “Whilst we do not offer Arabic language programmes or Islamic studies as a single course, the programme does discuss beliefs and practices in major religions, including Islam.”
Institutional evidence confirms that dedicated Arabic programmes are not provided. Degrees in Religion, Philosophy, and Ethics include discussion of Islam, but structured Arabic instruction is absent (UWTSD CRM Enquiries Team, 2026, personal communication). Fragmented provision limits learner progression reduces visibility of Arabic and often relegates teaching to supplementary or informal settings rather than fully integrated curricula.
4.2 Discussion
The findings reinforce research highlighting Arabic’s marginal and fragmented status within UK education. Limited and inconsistent post-16 provision reflects broader national patterns, where Arabic is often positioned outside mainstream modern foreign language curricula. This aligns with Soliman and Khalil (2022), who argue that Arabic teaching in the UK is frequently confined to supplementary or community-based contexts rather than fully integrated into formal education.
The lack of stable curricula and progression pathways identified in this study supports concerns raised by the British Academy (2018) about uneven distribution of Arabic provision and gaps between school and higher education. From a sociocultural perspective, marginalisation limits learners’ opportunities to engage meaningfully with the language, constraining linguistic development and intercultural competence.
Significant pedagogical challenges were observed in relation to resource limitations and learner diversity, particularly the distinction between heritage and non-heritage learners. These findings echo Al-Batal (2017), who critiques the emphasis on Modern Standard Arabic over communicative competence, and Ryding (as cited in Wahba et al., 2018), who stresses the need for differentiated approaches. Challenges in mixed-ability classrooms and mismatched course content further reflect broader curriculum design issues, especially in contexts characterised by linguistic diglossia.
Without targeted curriculum reform, improved resource development, and stronger institutional support, Arabic programmes are likely to continue struggling to meet the diverse and evolving needs of learners in the post-16 sector.
4.3 Conclusion
This study has identified significant gaps and challenges in Arabic teaching across post-16 education in Wales, particularly regarding marginalisation, curriculum instability, limited resources, and unmet learner needs. Arabic remains a peripheral subject, lacking structured pathways, institutional support, and consistent teaching frameworks. These issues restrict learning opportunities, hinder progression, and limit the overall development of Arabic provision.
The findings highlight the need for coherent curriculum design, improved resource development, and stronger institutional commitment to Arabic as a strategically important subject. Addressing these challenges requires collaboration between policymakers, educational institutions, and practitioners to create sustainable, inclusive language programmes. Such developments would enhance learner engagement, improve teaching quality, and contribute to greater recognition of Arabic within the UK post-16 education system.
5.0 Recommendations
Based on this study’s findings, several practical recommendations can address gaps in Arabic language teaching across the post-16 sector in Wales, focusing on curriculum design, institutional support, resource provision, and learner diversity.
Firstly, a coherent and standardised curriculum framework for post-16 Arabic is essential. Current inconsistencies between institutions limit learner progression and continuity from GCSE and A level. Establishing a national or regional framework, aligned with existing qualification structures, would provide clear progression pathways and ensure more uniform teaching standards. The curriculum should integrate both Modern Standard Arabic and relevant spoken varieties to reflect the sociolinguistic reality of the language and support learners’ communicative competence, as emphasised in the literature.
Secondly, greater institutional commitment is needed to secure sustainable provision. Colleges and universities should move beyond ad hoc arrangements by investing in permanent teaching positions and embedding Arabic within mainstream language programmes. Reliance on temporary staff and short-term funding contributes to instability and disrupts continuity. Higher education institutions should consider offering Arabic as a standalone subject rather than embedding it solely within broader disciplines such as translation or religious studies. This approach would enhance the visibility and status of Arabic and provide clearer progression routes for learners.
Thirdly, improving teaching and learning resources is crucial. Materials should be specifically designed for post-16 learners, particularly adults balancing work or family commitments. Resources should cover all proficiency levels, especially intermediate and advanced stages, where current provision is weakest. High-quality digital resources and authentic materials, such as media content, can enhance engagement and provide exposure to real-life language use. Effective integration of these resources should be guided by clear pedagogical strategies to ensure their impact on learning outcomes.
A further recommendation is the adoption of differentiated teaching approaches that address learner diversity. Classrooms often include heritage learners, beginners, and professionals with specific goals. Flexible curricula or separate learning pathways can better meet these varied needs. Heritage learners may benefit from literacy-focused instruction, while professional learners require specialised, context-based language training linked to fields such as healthcare or public services. This approach ensures courses are relevant and effective for all learners.
Finally, strengthening professional development for Arabic teachers is essential. Access to training in curriculum design, assessment, and teaching methodologies would enable educators to deliver more inclusive and effective learning experiences. Encouraging collaboration and sharing of best practice among teachers can reduce inconsistencies, ease the burden of independently developing materials, and enhance overall teaching quality.
Implementing these recommendations would create a more structured, inclusive, and sustainable model of Arabic language education in the UK post-16 sector. Such developments would support learners’ progression, improve teaching quality, and elevate the status of Arabic as a modern foreign language within formal education.
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