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Abstract: The aim of this study is to measure the level of engagement among the Arabic
students’ of public universities. As such, two engagement dimensions were analysed:
(a) inside the classroom and (b) outside the classroom. In this study, a total of 344 Arabic
students were employed as respondents due to the nature of the study, which is cross-
sectional involving final year Arabic students from eight public universities. In order to
achieve the aim of this study, a simple random sampling method was used in line with
the sampling frame. IBM SPSS version 19.0 was used to analyse the data of this study
descriptively, such as the mean, standard deviation, and percentage respectively. The
findings showed that the engagement of graduates to study the Arabic in the classroom
is at moderate level, and followed by lower level outside the classroom. Overall, it was
discovered that the engagement of Arabic students at the Malaysian public university level
is still moderate and as such the authorities need to take initiative to improve this situation.
Thus, the students have to maximise their engagement inside the classroom and outside the
classroom at the university. This is assumed to indirectly contribute to higher achievement
in the Arabic as well as to produce competent Arabic graduates.
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INTRODUCTION

The environment has been seen as an important element in improving the student’s
learning development. As stated by Keefe (1991), a good language environment
will stimulate the development of better learning. This is because the environment
is one of the pre-requisites in learning a second language (Maimun, 1997).
Additionally, learning the Arabic and its usage is assumed to form language activity
among the students. Hence, it is important to create an Arabic environment within
certain parties who are assisting in the teaching and learning of the language.
Spontaneously, the Arabic environment that is created from the language activity
has been seen to happen on daily basis, whether from inside or outside the formal
or informal place of study.

There are previous scholars who have discussed the factors that led to the learning
of a second language, where they suggested that in order to create a positive
environment for Arabic learning, space and opportunity should be made available
so as to enhance the students Arabic proficiency. This coincides with Littlewood’s
(1981) view, which took into account the classroom’s social environment to be used
as an artificial environment (classroom as a social context). As such, Littlewood
suggested four approaches in reviving the artificial environment, which include;
(a) using foreign language completely in classroom management, (b) using foreign
language in teaching, (c) using foreign language in discussion sessions, and
(d) employing dialogue to share the experiences or problems encountered by
students using foreign language. Other scholars suggested that cheerful environment
can also bring fun and enthusiasm for students to learn (Norhayati, Shaferul Hafes,
& Mohd Fauzi, 2013).

According to Zawawi (2001), the environment also provides greater and wider
opportunities for Arabic learners in using the language, where he further
categorised the language environment into lectures, campuses, social and co-
curricular activities. Among other activities that enable Arabic environments
to be alive are: Lecture should be conducted fully in Arabic, students should
communicate using Arabic among themselves, students should ask questions using
Arabic inside or outside the classroom, read the Arabic signage, listen to Arabic
radio, listen to Arabic song, read Arabic newspaper, browse Arabic websites, and
attend Arabic language society activities. All these are supported by the findings
of previous studies which identified reading activities, watching television and
movies (Schmitt & Redwood, 2011), speaking with native Arabic speakers, and
social media usage (Fernandez & Schmitt, 2015) to have significant relationships
in enhancing the mastery of language learning.
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However, the environment is not sufficient to make someone learn the collocation
perfectly. As such, one requires the element of interest and determination that
comes from within in order to do the activity (Philp & Duchesne, 2016). This is
because, as stated by Ellis (2005), and Fernandez and Schmitt (2015), the quantity
of language environment exposure does not determine one goal of acquiring a
language proficiency, but to what extent the quality of students’ engagements with
such language in their daily lives. Hence, the question is how far the Arabic students
really maximise their engagement in the language throughout their university lives.
Thus, this study is aimed to investigate the level of students engagement in Arabic
in their current daily situation at the university level, which could be either during
class or outside classroom.

ENGAGEMENT INSIDE AND OUTSIDE CLASSROOM

Engagement is an overly broad spectrum to be discussed in this study. Available
literatures show that among the characters in the words which describe
“engagement” in the English language are engaged, effort, interest, focus,
determination and persistence, which are all seen as signs of durability (Skinner
& Pitzer, 2012). Additionally, Kuh (2009) defined engagement as the quality of
engagement and effort of students in the learning process at the institutions of higher
learning. Therefore, engagement is a more accurate word to describe students who
are actively employing the daily use of Arabic, either through activities, media
and social interaction at university level. This engagement covers the scope of
classroom and outside, which could be formal, informal, organised or otherwise
(Brown, 1994).

Also, classrooms are often associated with artificial environments, particularly in
the process of learning and usage of foreign languages. On the other hand, being
outside classroom which includes the campus environment helps the students to
gain more information about the languages through listening or even in writing.
Various activities and programs are organised by students or administrators in
university environment to encourage students to participate in language learning.

In addition, the mass media also plays a very important role and influence in the
era of globalisation today. This is because, the media has been said to have its own
contributions and attractions in language learning (Zawawi, 2001). As such, Sohana
(2016) referred to it as the channel used to convey information. Currently, there
are two types of mass media; print and electronic media. The former comprises
newspapers, magazines, books and so on, while the latter consists of television,
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radio and internet. According to Kamus Dewan, the word “media” refers to a
medium of communication (Noresah, 2005), comprising electronic and print media
in conveying information to readers. However, the text-based print media (writing)
has been identified to have a close relation in the life of a university student.

Additionally, electronic media (computer and internet) also play an important role
in learning second language or foreign language nowadays. This is because the
internet offers broad and rich learning resources in providing input in terms of
authentic language, through the use of the smartphones that provide convenience
to users. As such, smartphones have been categorised to be capable of operating
like a computer. The reason is that, many activities can be carried out through it,
such as communication, information sharing, and internet browsing (Al-Barashdi,
Buoazza, & Jabur, 2015). Currently, the frequently used media networks by
institute of higher learning’s students are WhatsApp, Telegram and WeChat, while
the most popular social media website is Facebook (Fariza, Md Yusoff, & Mohd
Khalid, 2016).

Available literatures showed that the use of technology, such as computers and
internet as a teaching aid (ABM) will help increase the engagement of students
in learning foreign languages (Chen, Lambert, & Guidry, 2010). Other than that,
technology is being used as an important medium in teaching and learning in
higher education institution, especially in Arabic (Ahmad Zaki, Ahmed Thalal,
Ahmad Abdul Rahman, Nor Abdul Rahman, & Mohd Shahriman, 2017). Among
previous studies that have shown the use of computer in aiding language learning,
hence making it a positive impact in Arabic learning are the studies of Ahmad
Zaki et al. (2017), Mohd Firdaus (2012), and Mohd Firdaus, Muhammad Sabri and
Mohd Shahrizal (2013).

In the social setting, interactions can be said to be the root of dimensions of
engagement. Furthermore, social interaction has been seen as the use of language
in situations that require its real usage. Hence, the real situation in everyday usage
of language can be transferred into lectures. As such, the lecturers can make
classroom teaching as a social environment field by using the target language as the
real situation completely, without making any translation (Littlewood, 1981). This
concept was reinforced by Tu’aymah (2004), when the situation in the classroom
was made to resemble the training grounds, where swimming pool was used as
a preparation place before sailing in the open sea. Allwright (1984) argued that
practicing communication in the classroom is very useful for students in enabling
them to apply the language they learn outside the classroom. In this context, the
communication means talking activities between fellow lecturers and students
while they exchange the role of speakers and listeners.



Level of Students’ Engagement in Arabic

Also, listening skills has been seen to be used and developed during interactions
between student versus lecturers and students versus students. Rost (2002) classified
listening skills to three types; intensive, selective and interactive listening skills.
The intensive listening skills involve certain sounds, such as words and phrases that
are commonly used in teaching techniques for dictation skills (im/a’). While the
selective listening skills are seen as the skill use in obtaining certain information
that has been determined from the audio material. The interactive listening skills
on the other hand, are skill in the forms of conversations and interactions that
emphasise on the acquisition of meaning from the conversation. This type of
listening skill is utilised during interactions between lecturers versus students and
students versus students, which could be either in social situations in the classroom
or outside the classroom.

Engagement in this study refers to the extent to which students communicate with
Arabic in their everyday activities. It covers all language activities that occur in the
classroom or outside the classroom, which could be formal or informal, planned or
otherwise (Brown, 1994). As stated by Zawawi (2001), the learning environment
needs to be seen as the teaching aspects of classrooms, learning institutions, social
environments and co-curricular activities. However, in this study, engagement is
defined as the active involvement of students with the use of Arabic in their current
daily situation at the university level, which could be either during class or outside
classroom, including; (a) media, (b) social and (c) activities.

METHODOLOGY

This study is a quantitative study which is based on cross-sectional survey. As
such, a simple random sampling method was employed using true random
generator. A total of 344 final year Arabic students from eight public universities;
Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM), Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM),
Universiti Islam Antarabangsa (UIAM), Universiti Sains Islam Malaysia (USIM),
Universiti Malaya (UM), Universiti Putra Malaysia (UPM), Universiti Perguruan
Sultan Idris (UPSI) and Universiti Sultan Zainal Abidin (UNiSZA); were selected
as respondents. This method was selected due to the sampling framework used in
this study. Furthermore, the IBM SPSS version 19.0 software was used through
descriptive analysis or referred to as the statistic of descent, in order to describe
the characteristics of the variables using the mean, standard deviation, frequency,
percentage and then making the conclusions based on numerical data (Ghazali &
Sufean, 2016). Based on the data obtained from the questionnaire, this study used
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the mean score as determined by Oxford (1990), which is 1.0 to 2.4 as lower levels,
2.5 and 3.4 as moderate level and 3.5 to 5.0 as high level respectively.

The engagement dimension consists of two sub-dimensions which are inside
and outside classroom. The questionnaire items were adopted based on the
instrument of Zawawi (2001) and supported by other statements (Al-Hasyimi,
2011; Fernandez & Schmitt, 2015; Kamarulzaman, Zawawi, & Nik Mohd
Rahimi, 2001; Madkur, 1987; Muhammad Saiful Anuar, Muhammad Lugman,
Shahrizal, & Zawiah, 2017; Rost, 2002). Modifications were subsequently made
to the items of the questionnaires chosen in this study. The changes were made to
correspond to the terms used in the context of learning Arabic in institutions of
higher learning. Each sub-dimensions in classroom and outside classroom measure
social elements, media and activities. Social aspects in the classroom and outside
classroom were used to measure the engagement of students in social interaction
with their colleagues and Arabic lecturers during lectures. While the internal and
external media aspects refer to the engagement of students on the use of print
or electronic media to obtain learning information. Activities during lecture are
referred as the engagement of students in the learning activities or assignments set
by the lecturers during the course of their study. While outside classroom activities
refer to organised activities performed by certain parties who have the authority,
such as students and administrators. In order to illustrate how often students are
engaged with the Arabic, the following scales were used, such as 1 = not very
often (never do), 2 = not frequent (doing once or twice), 3 = quite often (doing
sometimes), 4 = often (often doing and not doing once or twice) and 5 = very often
(consistently doing).

FINDINGS

The results shows that the overall mean of the items engagement is 2.60 and the
standard deviation is 0.96, depicting a moderate level of interpretation. This means
that the engagement of students at public universities level in Arabic is moderate
even though they are in their final year of study. This finding also shows that
there are three items in the high interpretation level, representing 16% of the total
engagement items, six items (32%) at moderate level, while 10 items (52%) are
found to be at the low level, and the mean range is between 2.03 and 3.73.

For discussion purposes, this study finding is based on sub-dimensions of
engagement (classroom and outside classroom). Table 1 shows the frequency,
percentage, mean and standard deviation indicators on a decreasing order for
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sub-dimensions in lectures. The result of this analysis shows that there are two
items that are in high interpretation, three items in medium interpretation and four
items in low interpretation. The items in high interpretation are; “I hear my lecturer
speaking fully in Arabic everyday” (M = 3.73, SD = 1.04) and item “I read the
Arabic presentation slide shown by my lecturer” (M =3.70, SD =1.00). M =3.31,
SD = 1.07). Meanwhile three items were in moderate interpretation:
“I present fully in Arabic in front of the class” (M = 3.34, SD = 1.17),
“I search for information in Arabic in the internet” (M = 3.31, SD = 1.07), and
“I ask questions in Arabic to my lecturers” (M = 2.65, SD = 1.05). There are
four items with low interpretation, which are; “I hear my classmates converse
in Arabic” (M = 2.34, SD = 0.85), “I have group discussion in Arabic”
(M =2.32, 0.90), “I read journal articles in Arabic” (M = 2.30, SD = 0.87), and
“I speak Arabic during class” (M =2.13, SD = 0.70).

Table 1. Mean, standard deviation and engagement interpretation during class

Type of engagement Mean SD Interpretation
I hear my lecturer speaking fully in Arabic everyday 3.73 1.04  High

I read the Arabic presentation slide shown by my lecturer 3.70 1.00 High

I present fully in Arabic in front of the class 3.34 1.17  Moderate

I search for information in Arabic in the internet 3.31 1.07 Moderate

I ask question in Arabic to my lecturer 2.65 1.05 Moderate

I hear my classmates converse in Arabic 2.34 0.85 Low

I have group discussion in Arabic 2.32 0.90 Low

I read journal articles in Arabic 2.30 0.87 Low

I speak Arabic during class 2.13 0.70  Low

This finding suggests that in college, students tend to apply only listening and
reading skills from social aspects, such as with lecturers. This means that students
only depend on the role of lecturers and materials given to them in the classroom.
These popular items in learning show that students only need to focus in lectures.

Table 2 on the other hand, shows the frequency, percentage, mean and standard
deviation of engagement outside of the classroom in a descending order. The
results show that only one item (10%) received high interpretation, while three
items (30%) received moderate interpretation, and six items (60%) obtained
low interpretation. The item with high interpretation is “I speak Arabic with my
friends” (M = 3.73, SD = 1.04). While item with moderate interpretation are;
“I attend Arabic activity organised by Arabic society” (M = 2.98, SD = 1.17),
“I'read Arabic books” (M =2.54, SD = 1.00) and “I watch Arabic videos” (M =2.49,
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SD = 1.00). This is followed by six items which obtained low interpretation:
“I read Arabic advertisement” (M = 2.41, SD = 0.92), “I read the Arabic signage”
(M =2.37, SD = 0.92), “I speak Arabic with native Arabic speakers” (M = 2.08,
SD = 0.97), “I listen to Arabic radio broadcast” (M = 2.03, SD = 0.81), and
“I speak Arabic with lecturers” (M =1.92, SD = 0.99).

This finding suggests that students prefer to communicate with colleagues outside
classroom in Arabic. Therefore, they are more comfortable in practicing Arabic
they learn from their colleagues than from lecturers and native Arabic speakers
(Arabian) outside the classroom. As such, one can say that this situation is caused
by a sense of inferiority, shyness and fear that there might be mistakes in their
Arabic if they interact with lecturers and outsiders from Arabic speaking countries
compared with their friends. Thus, their engagement with friends in learning should
be seen as positive and encouraging as friends are considered as learning models
to other friends (Ghazali, Nik Mohd Rahimi, Parilah, Wan Haslina, & Muhammad
Sabri, 2012).

Table 2. Mean, standard deviation and engagement interpretation outside class

Type of engagement Mean SD Interpretation
I speak Arabic with my friends 3.73 1.04 High

I attend activities organised by Arabic association 2.98 1.17  Moderate
I read Arabic books 2.54 1.00  Moderate
I watch Arabic videos 2.49 1.00  Moderate
I read Arabic advertisements 241 092 Low

I read Arabic signage 2.37 092 Low

I participate in Arabic competitions 2.26 1.05 Low

I speak Arabic with native Arabic speakers (Arab people) 2.08 0.97 Low

I listen to Arabic radio broadcast 2.03 0.81 Low

I speak Arabic with lecturers 1.92 099 Low

DISCUSSION

Overall, this study findings show that public universities students’ level of Arabic
engagement is at a moderate level. This is evidenced by the fact that the degree
of engagement during class is at a moderate level while the engagement outside
the classroom is low. However, each sub-engagement shows different levels of
engagements. In-depth discussion is as follows:
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During Class

Students are seen as to be more inclined to use listening and reading skills in lectures,
such as listening to what their lecturers are saying and reading presentation slides
prepared by their lecturers. According to Brown (2000), teachers are said to be the
main input sources in the learning process. The simple and concise use of lughatul
fasl among instructors is said to be one of the practical ways in Arabic teaching and
learning (Izuddin, 2008). However, issues arise when students depend so much on
teachers, leading to their silence during the learning period (Richards & Rodgers,
2001). This means that students are only dependent on the role of teachers and
materials given in the classroom. Rosni (2011) also acknowledged that students in
Arabic studies at university level are still influenced by lecturer-centred learning.
On the other hand, this shows that lecturers play a role in increasing the proficiency
of the language among students (Awatif, Ku Fatahiyah, & Hairun Najuwah, 2015).

Meanwhile, other than what was mentioned above, the fact that students associate
learning with Culmulative Grade Point Average (CGPA) is also a factor worth
mentioning. Their learning orientation is based on rewards in the form of
increment in their CGPA (Ghazali, Nik Mohd Rahimi, & Parilah, 2010). As a
result, students would limit their learning simply to meet the grade they have set
with full attention to what their lecturers delivered during the lectures and rely
on the slides used throughout the learning process. This finding is reinforced by
the fact that unstructured students rely solely on materials given to them in the
classroom, therefore, make them to lack in self-initiative (Sanaoui, 1995). As such,
the dependency of students on the lecturers is too high to the extent where they
often request that the lecturers translate all expressions. This shows that most of
them have no self-initiative while studying Arabic at public universities level.

Meanwhile, in a classroom situation, the student’s engagement is at moderate
level, which is shown by the ability to conduct presentation in front of the class
and asking questions in Arabic to lecturers. Items used at this level are seen as
part of the tasks that students are required to perform while in classroom at public
universities. This situation shows that students have not yet used Arabic as a
medium of communication widely among themselves. However, the classroom
environment that uses communicative approaches (having to speak in front of
the classroom, and asking questions) is seen to create discomfort among some
students. This is because they are already too comfortable with teacher-centered
learning, where all learning activities are set by lecturers without involving the
students. Hence, some students see this change as a challenge and some consider
it a threat (Baumfield, 2004).
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While in classroom, students at the public universities level are rarely in full
Arabic speaking situations, such as speaking, listening to friends, speaking and
discussing among themselves in Arabic. This is happening because of the fact
that, there is only a slim probability to meet with friends who are passionate about
interacting consistently in Arabic at all times and conditions. Additionally, this
situation is often associated with the weakness of the student in the aspect of their
speech. According to Nadwah and Nadhilah (2014), among the factors that prevent
students from continuing to interact in Arabic are lack of vocabulary, language
structure mistakes, low motivation and low self-confidence. The findings of this
study is in line with the study of Nik Mohd Rahimi (1999) where it mentioned that
the use of Arabic among university students is critical and at a level which one
is not proud to mention. This is because only 5% usage in communicating were
found during class while outside classroom was at 0%.

Outside Class

The engagement of students in speaking Arabic with friends is seen to be at a high
level of engagement among public universities students, especially when outside
the classroom. The language learning among fellow students is said to have a
positive impact on achievement (Lynch, 2006). This situation shows that students
are more comfortable and tend to interact with each other in order to avoid a formal
atmosphere (Zha, Kelly, Park, & Fitzgerald, 2006).

The engagement of students in university activities and through print media
(reading books) and electronic media (watching Arabic videos) is also expected to
be the most favourite approach among students. However, research findings show
otherwise that student engagement in such an activity is at a moderate level. This
is supported by Ab. Ghani’s (1993) statement, who mentioned that the opportunity
for students to follow Arabic media is limited to reading books and listening to
Arabic songs. This is because, the activity is an opportunity and a way for students
to leverage and practice what they have learned during class. However, this finding
shows that students are still trying to find an alternative outside of the classroom
with Arabic reading materials, such as reading books, watching videos in Arabic
and attending activities organised by the Arabic society even at moderate levels.
This is supported by the study of Zawawi (2001), which reported that there are
significant differences in co-curriculum activities conducted at IIlUM and UKM.
Hence, various activities need to be structured and planned by the authorities to
enable students to strengthen and improve their language learning.

Although, Macis and Schmitt (2017) said that the engagement of students outside
the classroom could help students in the process of acquiring language proficiency
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in the learning of foreign languages, but the findings show otherwise when almost
60% of the student’s engagement in Arabic at the public universities level was
low. This is supported by Ab. Halim (2009), who stated that the use of Arabic by
public universities students outside the classroom, especially for Arabic students
and Islamic studies was still low. The fact is, listening and speaking is the key
to interaction and communication. As such, a good speaker is one who is able to
make his/her listeners understand the words he speaks (Izuddin, 2008).

The lack of significant student engagements in Arabic outside the classroom may be
due to the unwillingness of students to get involved in activity-related engagements
(Arabic competitions) and social-related engagements (interacting with Arabic
lecturers and native Arabic speakers from Arabic speaking nations). This is proven
by Ab. Halim (2009), who found that students who have entered the institutions
of higher learning did not practice Arabic speaking skills either during or outside
classroom. This reluctances indicate that students at public universities level have
negative attitudes, such as shyness, inferiority and fear of making mistakes. Thus,
such weaknesses will eventually lead to the feeling of inferiority complex to speak
and often comparing themselves with other friends (Ghazali et al., 2010). This
situation often occurs among students, especially students in Malaysia (Alkusairy,
1998). Hence, such deficiency indicates that students at public universities level
have negative attitudes (shyness and apparent low self-confidence).

The ability of students in listening skills is an advantage, especially to ensure the
learning process is effective. Additionally, radio is said to be an authentic source
of language learning. Although, this type of learning materials is easy to find and
readily accessible, but the text in verbal form is categorised as quite difficult for
students to understand (Musallam, 2007). It is not surprising if this study shows
that the engagement of students with radio listening activities is rarely done by
students in public universities. This is because, this study finding is similar to the
research of Zawawi (2001), where it is found that activities such as radio listening
received the lowest mean of Arabic usage among university students (M = 1.42,
SD =0.53).

Besides, the difficulty in understanding messages arises because of the students’
weaknesses in receiving and analysing the messages they hear. In addition, among
other factors which contribute to the problem is due to the shortage of radio
broadcasts in Malaysia that provide Arabic learning slots, such as Radio IKIM FM
and Radio Malaysia Terengganu FM. Even so, the radio stations involved only
allocate a few minutes of their airtime for Arabic sessions. According to Zawawi
(2001), this lack of radio broadcast shows that students rarely listen to Arabic-
speaking radio because the government is yet to create radio broadcasting station

11
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that uses the Arabic in Malaysia. The scenario is that, if a student wants to listen
to foreign Arabic radio broadcast abroad, complication arises when students try
to understand the formal (fushah) and informal (ammiyah) language which are
mixed in its usage during such activity. The situation is further complicated by
conversations that are too fast, thereby making it harder for students to understand.
This difficulty therefore limits the student’s interest in making radio listening
activity as their daily routine and making it less attractive to them.

CONCLUSION

Overall, this study found that most public university students in actual fact use
Arabic in real life. As such, activities that have been implemented by students
are categorised as authentic in the context of Arabic learning. Therefore, this
illustrates that the engagement of Arabic students at the university level is still
moderate. Thus, this study suggested that the authorities need to put more initiative
to improve this situation in order to support autonomous language learning among
the students. Furthermore, in order to increase student engagement in the Arabic is
to introduce more hands-on activities such as online quizzes, games, debates, and
many more.

Accordingly, if students are required to learn Arabic in the environment where
the language is not common and students need to follow limited learning period,
they should utilise all language learning resources in the form of social, media
and activities. This is because if students take advantage of all the facilities and
opportunities available around them, indirectly the students will be able to support
their Arabic learning. In accordance with recommendations of Kuh (2009), if
students can maximise their engagement in the classroom as well as outside the
classroom at the universities by focusing on media, social and activity attributes,
this will indirectly contribute to the high achievement of students’ language
proficiency. Therefore, students should take advantage of opportunities they
have by maximising engagement in the classroom and outside classroom at the
university level. Consequently, this will contribute to high achievement in Arabic
as well as to produce competent Arabic graduates.

12
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