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Abstract
With English becoming the lingua franca of  the world, there is an increasing need for a better understanding of  the
different spoken non-native varieties of  it on the part of  both instructors and learners. However, researchers in the field
of  language teaching have paid little attention to investigating second language learners’ attitudes toward different non-
native varieties of  the target language especially those learners whose mother tongue is a diglossic language. This paper
investigates the possibility of  a dialectal attitude transfer from Arabic, one of  the very well-known diglossic languages, to
English among Arabic speaking learners of  English. Three different groups participated in questionnaire surveys and
evaluation forms based on the matched guises technique. The first group contained ten Arabic speakers of  English. The
second group contained ten other non-native speakers of  English. The last group contained ten native speakers of
English. When analyzed and compared, the results suggested that there was a dialectal attitude transfer from Arabic to
English among Arabic speakers of  English. 

Introduction 
In a project entitled “Attitudes towards Accents” (2015) by the BBC, it was found that “[t]hree
quarters of  people in the UK think they hear a lot more accents in everyday life and on BBC TV
and radio than they used to, and 78% enjoy hearing a variety of  accents.” However, the question is
whether this acceptance encapsulates other speech communities across the globe today. The purpose
of  this paper is to explore the attitudes of  Arabic learners of  English towards the different varieties
of  English and whether these attitudes were transferred from Arabic to English. This will be done
by evaluating the dialectal attitudes of  ten native speakers of  Najdi Arabic (the colloquial variety of
Arabic spoken in the center of  Saudi Arabia) currently living in Saudi Arabia towards three different
varieties of  English: British English, American English, and Saudi English. To shed light on factors
that may influence the learners’ attitudes toward varieties of  English, I also surveyed their own
dialectal attitudes towards the two main varieties of  Arabic: Classic/Standard Arabic and Colloquial
Arabic. Further, I also compared the Arabic learners’ dialectal attitudes with the dialectal attitudes of
ten native speakers of  English and ten non-native speakers of  English coming from languages that
do not have diglossia.  
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distinguished the two varieties as one being well-defined and the other being ill-defined. To her, the
well-defined variety in Arabic was Colloquial Arabic because it is acquired as a native language, and
the ill-defined variety was Classic Arabic or, as named by Kaye, Modern Standard Arabic. 





understanding of  its different varieties on the part of  both instructors and learners. Kachru’s (1992)
three-circle model of  World Englishes provides a strong argument supporting the need for
acceptance of  English as an international language, with all its different varieties, rather than a
standard that should be met by second language learners. He divided World Englishes into three
concentric circles: the Inner Circle, the Outer Circle, and the Expanding Circle. The Inner Circle
refers to countries where different varieties of  English are used as the mother-tongue such as the
United States of  America, the United Kingdom, and Australia. These are considered some of  the
norm-providing countries. The Outer Circle refers to countries like India, South Africa, and Nigeria,
where English has been used for a long time for “institutionalized functions standing as a language
of  wide and important roles” (Kachru & Nelson, 2001, p. 13). Those countries are considered to be
the norm-developing countries. Finally, the Expanding Circle refers to countries where English is
learned as a foreign language for mainly international communication purposes, including countries
such as China, Iran, Japan, and Saudi Arabia (Kachru, 1992).

Kachru’s three-circle model indicates that there are more second language (L2) speakers of
English than native speakers. Second language learning studies indicate that adult L2 learners rarely
achieve native-like speech and that reaching a native-like pronunciation among learners who have
passed the critical period of  language acquisition is close to impossible (Moyer, 2004 & Scovel,
2000). Based on these results, it is safe to say that the majority of  spoken English around the world
does not subscribe to the rules and criteria of  its native standard varieties.

However, there is a tendency among ESL learners to subscribe to certain standards for their own
speech. In a study with a hundred ESL adult learners in Canada, Derwing (2003) found that the
majority considered speaking with perfectly native pronunciation to be the goal of  their language
learning process. Timmis (2002) surveyed around four hundred ESL learners from forty-five
countries and reported that the majority preferred to acquire a native-like pronunciation. Scales,
Wennerstrom, Richard, and Wu (2006) also revealed that 62% of  the ESL learners who participated
in their study aspired for native-like pronunciation, although only twenty-nine percent of  them were
able to identify the American accent.   

In addition, several second language learning attitudinal studies have shown that ESL learners
also have different attitudes toward different native English varieties. Bayard, Gallois, Ray,
Weatherall, and Sullivan (2002) found ESL learners particularly from Europe or Southeast Asia
prefer Standard American English more than any other native English variety. Another study
conducted by Bayard (1990, 1995, 2001) showed that New Zealand English was ranked the least
favorable by ESL learners among all the other inner-circle varieties including Australian English,
Standard American, and Standard British. Dalton-Puffer, Kaltenboeck, and Smit’s (1997) study
indicated that the EFL learners who participated in their study not only favored British English but
also performed better when they listened to speech samples of  both NS and NNS of  Standard
British English and Standard American English. In her study The Grand Daddy of  English (2005),
Evans compared the dialectal attitudes of  different ESL learners living in the United Kingdom, the
United States, Australia, and New Zealand towards the four different varieties of  English and found
that British English is also ranked the highest on status by forty-five to fifty-nine percent of  the
participants. Evans noted that this is due to the association between British English and the notion
of  correctness and prescriptiveness in regard to different varieties of  English.   
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Research Question
Given that Arabic speakers hold distinct attitudes toward language varieties in their native language,
and that learners of  English may hold certain attitudes toward different varieties in the target
language, is it possible that the attitudes of  Arab-English learners toward the two main varieties of
Arabic, Classic Arabic and Colloquial Arabic, are transferred to their attitudes towards different
varieties of  English? This paper explores this question by comparing the dialectal attitudes of  ten
different Saudi native-speakers of  Arabic towards three different varieties of  English: British
English, American English, and Saudi-English with two other dialectal attitudes.  The first one is
their own dialectal attitudes towards the two main varieties of  Arabic: Classic/Standard Arabic and
Colloquial/Najdi Arabic. The second one is the dialectal attitudes of  ten native speakers of  English
and ten non-native speakers of  English coming from languages that do not have diglossia towards
the same three English varieties.   

Methodology
Participants
Thirty people participated in this study. The participants were divided into three groups. The first
group included ten female native speakers of  Arabic holding a bachelor’s degree in English and
Translation from King Saud University (KSU), Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. Their ages ranged from
twenty-five to twenty-eight. Some of  them have visited both the United States of  America and
England but never lived in an English speaking country. The second group included ten female
native speakers of  Standard American English pursuing their bachelor’s or master’s degree at Hawaii
Pacific University, Honolulu, Hawaiʻi. Their ages ranged from twenty-five to thirty-five, and they
came from different states in the United States. Finally, the third group included ten female non-
native speakers from countries that did not have a current diglossic situation: Japan, China, Austria,
and Norway. They were also pursuing their bachelor’s or master’s degree at Hawaii Pacific University,
Honolulu, Hawai’i. Their ages ranged from twenty-five to thirty-six. 

Instruments and Data Collection 
For this study, three different female speakers were recorded reading the same script using different









of  2.9 and 2.7 respectively, and the lowest on intelligence, wealth, and class with an average of  3.3,
2.8, and 3.6 respectively. 



Saudi-English speaker was ranked the highest on 57% of  the positive traits proposed on the
evaluation form: beauty with an average of  4.1, intelligence with an average of  4.6, wealth with an
average of  3.3, and class with an average of  4.2. In addition, the rankings of  the other non-native
speakers on the remaining positive traits were very high compared to the ranking of  their Arabic
speaking counterparts. Finally, the attitudes of  the native-speakers also were not as negative as the
Arabic speaking participants. They ranked the Saudi-English speaker the highest on 42% of  the
positive traits on the evaluation form: friendliness with an average of  4.2, education with an average
of  4.0, and honesty with an average of  4.2 (see Table 4). 

Table 4 
Arabic Speakers’ Attitudes vs. Other Non-native Speakers and Native Speaker toward Najdi-English

 Friendly Short Well-
educated Beautiful Lazy Honest Smart Cowardly Rich Classy

Native speakers 
of  English 4.2 3.3 4 3.6 2 4.2 4.2 2.1 3.1 3.9

Other non-
native speaker 
of  English  

3.9 3.1 3.9 4.1 1.6 4 4.6 1.7 3.3 4.2

Arab speakers 
of  English 3.6 2.6 2.2 3.6 3.3 3.8 1.9 3 2.6 2

The data presented so far suggested that the Arabic speaking participants had stronger and more
negative attitudes towards Saudi-English. The question is, what may explain the Arabic participants’





following question: “Is it a good thing or a bad thing to have an accent speaking English?” with “yes
it’s a good thing, but classic is classic,” referring to any standard varieties of  English. These two
participants also contradicted themselves in the evaluation forms ranking the British speaker as the
highest on education and class with 5.0 and 4.0 respectively, and intelligence with 4.0 and 5.0. The
remaining eight Arabic-speaking participants described British English using almost the same words
and phrases they used to describe Classic Arabic: “Very hard,” “Difficult,” “Classy,” “It sounds like
reading an old literature book,” “Formal,” “I like it but prefer to speak with an American accent
because it’s easier.” 

On the rating form, a strong correlation between the Arabic speaking participants’ attitudes
towards Classic/Standard Arabic and their attitudes toward British English was found. The
correlation values between the two sets of  ratings were 0.5 on friendliness, 0.3 on height, 0.9 on
education, 0.7 on beauty, 0.7 on laziness, 0.7 on intelligence, 0.6 on honesty, 0.7 on cowardice, 0.8 on
wealth, and 0.7 on class. In addition, the British speaker and the Classic/Standard Arabic speaker
were ranked the highest on the same traits: education, honesty, intelligence, wealth, and class, with an
average of  4.7, 4.3, 4.5, 3.8, and 4.5 (British speaker) and 4.9, 4.1, 4.6, 3.9, and 4.8 (Classic/Standard
Arabic speaker) (see Table 6).  

Table 6
Arabic Speakers’ Attitudes towards Classic/Standard Arabic vs. British and American English

Friendly Short Well-
educated Beautiful Lazy Honest Smart Cowardly Rich Classy

Classic/
Standard Arabic

4 2.7 4.9 3.7 1.5 4.1 4.6 2 3.9 4.8

British English 3.6 2.6 4.7 3.5 1.6 4.3 4.5 1.5 3.8 4.5

Correlation
Results 0.5 0.3 0.9 0.7 0.7 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.7

A strong correlation was also found between the Arabic speakers’ attitudes towards
Colloquial/Najdi Arabic and their attitudes toward Saudi-English on most of  the traits on the
evaluation form. The correlation values between the two attitudes are -0.2 on friendliness, -0.6 on
height, 0.7 on education, 0.6 on beauty, 0.6 on laziness, 0.2 on honesty, 0.7 on intelligence, 0.8 on
wealth, and 0.6 on class. In addition, both the Arabic English speaker and the Colloquial/Najdi
speaker were ranked the lowest on education, intelligence, wealth, and class with an average of  2.2,
1.9, 2.6, and 2.0 and 1.6, 2.4, 2.2 and 1.5 respectively (see Table 7).

Table 7
Arabic Speaking Participants’ Attitudes towards Colloquial/Najdi Arabic vs. Najdi-English  

 Friendly Short Well-
educated Beautiful Lazy Honest Smart Cowardly Rich Classy

Colloquial/
Najdi Arabic

3.7 3.7 1.6 1.6 4.2 2.7 2.4 2.7 2.2 1.5

Najdi- English 3.6 2.6 2.2 3.6 3.3 3.8 1.9 3 2.6 2

Correlation
Results -0.2 -0.6 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.2 0.7 0.3 0.8 0.6
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Thus, there seems to be a clear parallel in the Arabic participants’ attitudes toward Classic Arabic
and British English as well as Colloquial Arabic and Najdi-English. This parallel in attitudes can
most plausibly be explained by a transfer of  social perception about language varieties.

Conclusion 
In this paper I first discussed the diglossic situation in the Arabic language in the Arab world with
regard to Classic Arabic being the high-prestige variety and Colloquial Arabic being the low-prestige.
Based on that outline the question arises as to whether those attitudes towards the two main varieties
of  Arabic are transferred to their attitudes towards different varieties of  English among Arabic-



The text that was chosen for this study was an academic text and was used for both recordings:

http://www.bbc.co.uk/voices/yourvoice/poll_results3.shtml


Fishman, J. (1972). The sociology of  language: an interdisciplinary social science approach to language in society . 
Rowley, Mass: Newbury House.

Hussein, M. (1956). Al itejahat al watanyah fe al adab al mua’aser. Damascus, Syria: Al Resalah Co. 
Inayatullah, S. (1949). Arabic as the religious language of  Muslims. In Muslim world, 29(3), 242.
Kaye, A. (1972). Remarks on diglossia in Arabic: Well-defined vs. ill-defined. Linguistics, 81, 32-48. 
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Appendix A
Different Arabic Dialects in the Arab world 
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Appendix B1
English Recorded Script

Saudi Arabia, officially known as the Kingdom of  Saudi Arabia,[d] is an Arab state in Western Asia
constituting the bulk of  the Arabian Peninsula. Saudi Arabia is bordered by Jordan and Iraq to the
north, Kuwait to the northeast, Qatar, Bahrain, and the United Arab Emirates to the east, Oman to
the southeast, and Yemen to the south. It is the only nation with both a  Red Sea coast and a Persian
Gulf coast, and most of  its terrain consists of  arid inhospitable desert. 

(Retrieved from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saudi_Arabia)
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Appendix B2
Arabic Recorded Script

(Retrieved from
https://ar.wikipedia.org/wiki/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D8%B9%D9%88%D8%AF%D9%8A%D8%A9 )
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Appendix C1
Pre-listening Arab Participants Questionnaire

Personal Information Questionnaire
Feel free to answer the questions in Arabic! 
What is your name? 
_____________________________________________________________
How old are you? 
_______________________________________________________________
Where are you from? 
____________________________________________________________
What is your level of  education? 
___________________________________________________
What dialect of  Arabic do you speak? 
______________________________________________
Are you proud to be speaking that dialect? 
___________________________________________

In a few words, what do you think of  Classic Arabic (the language of  the Qur’an)?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

Some people say that Classic Arabic is dying and that using it in schools and writing is not
necessary anymore, therefore each country should teach and write using their spoken dialect.
What do you think about that? 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

What do you think of  your dialect compared to Classic Arabic?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

What is your English level? (Good) (Very good) (Excellent) (Native like) 

In a few words, what do you think of  Standard British English?
________________________________________________________________________

In a few words, what do you think of  Standard American English?
________________________________________________________________________

Is it a good thing or a bad thing to have an accent speaking English?
________________________________________________________________________

50



Appendix C2
Pre-listening Non –Arab Participants Questionnaire 

Personal Information Questionnaire
What is your name? 
_____________________________________________________________
How old are you? 
_______________________________________________________________
Where are you from? 
____________________________________________________________
What is your level of  education? 
___________________________________________________
What languages do you speak? 
____________________________________________________
Is there a standard variety of  your language? 
_________________________________________
Is your dialect close to the standard variety of  your language? 
____________________________
What is your English level? (Good) (Very good) (Excellent) (Native like) (Native) 
In a few words, what do you think of  Standard British English?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

In a few words, what do you think of  Standard American English?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

Is it a good thing or a bad thing to have an accent speaking English?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
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Appendix D
Post-listening Evaluation Form 

Evaluation Form
Name: ____________________  

Very Some what  A Bit Some what Very 

Friendly Unfriendly 

Short Tall 

Well-educated Not
Educated

Beautiful Ugly
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