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‘I need to know what to say when children are crying’: a language
needs analysis of Scottish primary educators learning Arabic
Maria Grazia Imperialea, Giovanna Fassettaa and Sahar Alshobakia,b

aUniversity of Glasgow, School of Education, Glasgow, UK; bRoehampton University, Media, Culture and Language
Department, London, UK

ABSTRACT
This article discusses the language needs analysis which informed the
development of a beginner Arabic language course for Scottish primary
education staff who work with Arabic-speaking refugee children and
families. Interviews and focus group were carried out with: Scottish
educators; Arabic-speaking refugee children; and parents/carers. They
highlighted the following language needs for the course: (a) language
for hospitality; (b) language for wellbeing; and (c) language for school.
In this article we highlight the language needs as identified by refugee
pupils and their families and we start a discussion on the importance of
teaching a refugee language within formal educational settings.

ةغللاميلعتلجاهنمريوطتفدهبهؤارجامتيذلاو،ةيوغللاتاجايتحاللًاليلحتةلاقملاهذهيفمدقن
ةيئادتبالاةلحرمللنييدنلتكسإلاميلعتلايفظومعمبسانتيل؛نيئدتبمللاهبنيقطانلاريغلةيبرعلا
ةيعامجوةيدرفتالباقمدقعمت.مهتالئاعوةيبرعلابنيقطانلانيئجاللالافطألاعمنولمعينيذلاو
دقلو.مهِرومأءايلوأعموةيبرعلابنيقطانلانيئجاللالافطألاونييدنلتكسإلاميلعتلايفظومعم
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تائيبلايفنيئجاللاةغلسيردتةيمهألوحشاقنلاحرطبموقنومهرسأونوئجاللابالطلاو
.ةيمسرلاةيميلعتلا
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Introduction

TheNew Scots Refugee Integration Strategy (Scottish Government, 2018. HenceforthNew Scots) sets
out principles for a ‘welcoming Scotland’. It emphasises the need to understand integration as a
two-way process (Ager & Strang, 2008), where both newcomers and the host communities are
actively engaged in ‘stretching towards hospitality’ (Imperiale et al., 2021). Scottish language pol-
icies value linguistic diversity (Scottish Government, 2012, 2015), and scholars have recommended
a diversification of language teaching within the Scottish education system on the grounds of a
range of considerations, including the welcoming of refugees and migrants (Phipps & Fassetta,
2015). However, it seems that there is still a gap between what the policies recommend and their
full implementation, since community languages are taught only within complementary schools
and/or as after-school activities, while in mainstream education a limited number of European
languages, such as French, German and Spanish – sometimes with the addition of Mandarin and
Urdu – are still dominating (Hancock & Hancock, 2019; Christie et al., 2016).

A wealth of research on translanguaging, affect, and decolonisation emphasises the importance
of multilingualism in educational settings (e.g. Cummins, 2015; García & Kleyn, 2016; Tsimpli,
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2017; Phipps, 2019). Although policies and research argue for the promotion of linguistic diversity
and for the importance of maintaining and encouraging all learners’ linguistic repertoires, to the
best of our knowledge little is known about education staff as language learners of one of their stu-
dents’ languages, and the potential impact that this may have on the wider community. To date,
research with refugees and migrants has predominantly focused on how they learn the language
of the host community (e.g. Sowton, 2019; Capstick, 2016).

This article illustrates and discusses the first stage of the projectWelcoming Languages: Including
a Refugee Language in Scottish Education (henceforth,Welcoming Languages). The project explores
the inclusion of a refugee language, namely Arabic, in Scottish education, as a concrete way to enact
the promise of integration as a two-way process (Scottish Government, 2018). The project involves
Scottish primary educators in learning Arabic through a course tailored to their needs. Arabic is the
home language of a large number of pupils in Scottish education (Scottish Government, 2021),
many of whom from refugee backgrounds. Trauma informed literature on education stresses the
importance of creating positive and supportive school climate, alongside the need for informed
interventions (Thomas et al., 2019), and we believe that making space for the language refugees
bring can help to ensure a positive school climate for both children and families who may be dealing
with very challenging circumstances.

In this article, we present the findings of the first stage of the project, which consisted of a language
needs analysis, conducted through semi-structured focus groups with Scottish educators, Arabic-
speaking children, and their parents/carers, to inform the design and development of the course.
Language needs analysis is considered crucial to develop and plan foreign and second language teach-
ing in a way that this is meaningful to the learners. This is particularly important when designing
courses for languages for specific purposes, as in these courses, content and method of teaching
should be guided by the learners’ needs (e.g. Richards, 2001; Kaya, 2021; Kaewpet, 2009).

This article is structured as follows: in the first section we provide an overview of the Scottish
context and of the project; in the second section we present a literature review on language
needs analysis; we then introduce the methodology adopted in this study; and finally, we present
and discuss the findings of our language needs analysis.

The Welcoming Languages project: context, aims and design

The context of Scotland

Scotland describes itself as a ‘a diverse, complex, multicultural and multilingual nation’ (Scottish Gov-
ernment, 2015, p. 10). While immigration is a ‘reservedmatter’ of competence of the UKWestminster
government, the integration of refugees and service provision are ‘devolved matters’, for which the
Scottish Government is responsible. Under the UK dispersal scheme, asylum seekers in the UK are
assigned to locations around the UK on a no choice basis (Stewart, 2012). Since the start of this
scheme, Glasgow has been one of the main dispersal areas, currently hosting about 11% of the
total UK’s dispersed asylum population (Scottish Government, 2018). For instance, the city hosts
the majority of the 3000 Syrian refugees arrived between 2015 and early 2020 under the Syrian Vul-
nerable Persons Resettlement Scheme (Migration Scotland, 2019). As well as from Syrian refugee
families, Arabic-speaking children in Scotland come from a range of other countries in the Middle
East and North Africa and, in 2021 there were over 1,500 Arab pupils with asylum seeking or refugee
backgrounds and 5,499 Arabic-speaking children in Scottish education (Scottish Government, 2022).
Two main policies inform refugee integration in Scotland: the New Scots, which is currently being
renewed; and the Scotland’s ESOL Strategy 2015–2020 which, although not renewed since publication,
has been a key reference point for language learning and the integration of newcomers.

The New Scots, now nearing the end of its second iteration, promotes a welcoming vision of Scot-
land. The Strategy states right from the very start that ‘[…] refugee integration [is] a two-way pro-
cess, bringing positive change in refugees and host communities, and helping to build a more
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compassionate and diverse society’ (Scottish Government, 2018, p. 3). The idea of integration as a
two-way process is underpinned by the integration framework developed by Ager and Strang
(2008) who noted how, from interviews with both newcomers and members of the host community,
social connection and relationships are key to integration. Social connection goes beyond ‘absence
of conflict’ and ‘toleration’ but is rather concerned with ‘active mixing’ and developing a sense of
‘belonging’ (Ager & Strang, 2008, p. 177). Languages, which enable relationships and social connec-
tions, are hence crucial to make ‘integration as a two-way process’ viable. While in the first run of
the Strategy (2013–2017), language education was recognised as a priority, it was only in the second
iteration of theNew Scots (2018–2022) that language has become a standalone theme (Slade & Dick-
son, 2021; Cox, 2021).

The New Scots works in conjunction with the Scotland’s ESOL Strategy 2015–2020 whose vision
is one where:

all Scottish residents for whom English is not a first language have the opportunity to access high quality Eng-
lish language provision so that they can acquire the language skills to enable them to participate in Scottish life.
(Scottish Government & Education Scotland, 2015, p. 6)

Despite the fact that funding from the Scottish Government has been provided since 2012 (Cox,
2021) – in comparison to England where there is no equivalent strategy and where cuts to ESOL
provision have been drastic since 2009 (Morrice et al., 2019) – ESOL provision in Scotland is
still considered inadequate, in particular when it comes to adult learners, since the demand by
far surpasses availability (Cox, 2021; Slade & Dickson, 2021). However, English as an Additional
Language (EAL) is provided to young refugees and migrants who attend the Scottish education sys-
tem. The ESOL Strategy and the New Scots have been important milestones in contributing to the
integration of refugees and migrants (Hancock & Hancock, 2019).

Another Scottish language policy that promotes linguistic diversity, is the 1 + 2 Language Strategy
(Scottish Government, 2012). Inspired by the languagemodels recommended by the European Union,
this policy advocates the introduction of a 1 + 2 approach to modern languages from primary school,
and pupils are expected to learn two additional languages alongside their mother tongue (Scottish
Government, 2012). The 1 + 2 Language Strategy is committed to enhancing the links with ‘language
communities’ to ‘derive maximum benefit from foreign language communities in Scotland’ (ibid.,
p. 24). The implementation of the strategy is, however, still rather patchy, and it espouses a view of
multilingualism that is labour-market oriented (Kanaki, 2020). Moreover, the extent to which this pol-
icy has benefited community languages remains questionable, as it still largely centres on English,
while ostensibly celebrating the diversity of community languages spoken in Scotland (ibid.).

Overall, these Scottish policies promote linguistic diversity and value multilingualism, including
migrants and refugees’ linguistic repertoires. These policies do indeed favour a welcoming environ-
ment in Scotland. However, when it comes to language learning, refugees are still largely expected
to learn the host country’s language, and the use of their home language mostly happens within the
private sphere or is supported as an extra-curricular activity (Hancock & Hancock, 2019; Christie
et al., 2016; Ramalingam & Griffith, 2015). Thus, there is very little space in the public sphere for
refugees’ home languages and, as such, refugees’ ‘linguistic capital’ (Bourdieu, 1991) remains under-
valued and largely disregarded.

The Welcoming Languages project

The Welcoming Languages project (PI: Giovanna Fassetta; University of Glasgow, Award n. AH/
W006030/1) explores the inclusion of Arabic as a refugee language in Scottish education. The pro-
ject offers a free online Arabic course to Scottish primary educators (teachers, head-teachers, sec-
retarial staff, classroom assistants) based in Glasgow. The course is a tailored version of an online
Arabic language course that was designed during a previous project (see Fassetta et al., 2020) in
collaboration with the Islamic University of Gaza (Palestine).

LANGUAGE AND INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION 3



The Welcoming Languages project is articulated around four main phases: (i) a language needs
analysis, to understand what language Scottish educators should learn as a matter of priority; (ii) the
adaptation of the existing course to be tailored to the learners’ context and needs; (iii) the delivery of
the course to Scottish educators; (iv) the overall evaluation of the project. In the next section, we
explore relevant literature on language needs analysis.

Language needs analysis: a brief review of the literature

Understanding the needs of second or foreign language learners is key to plan and deliver language
education, from the development of a syllabus to the planning of individual L2 lessons (Brown,
1995). In the case of language education for specific purposes, needs analysis becomes even
more important to develop tailored and meaningful language courses (Dodigovic & Agustín-
Llach, 2020; Huhta et al., 2013). Although there is no straightforward definition of ‘needs analysis’,
there is agreement around the idea that this is a tool used by curriculum developers to identify what
learners know, and what they need to know to perform in the specific target environments (Bas-
turkmen, 2005). Language needs analysis often corresponds to a ‘placement test’ (Dodigovic &
Agustín-Llach, 2020) carried out by language centres, which aims to understand learners’ compe-
tences and skills in order to place learners across levels. Some scholars argue that there is still a lack
of understanding of the complexities of needs analysis (Long, 2005; Hutha et al., 2013).

We found a very limited number of studies on language needs analysis for Arabic for Specific
Purposes. Golfetto (2020) conducted a survey with 205 students enrolled in undergraduate and
postgraduate courses in Linguistics and Cultural Mediation in Italy. The author investigated stu-
dents’ motivation and their job orientation and concluded by outlining which courses are per-
ceived as most useful to satisfy students’ professional motivations. Abdul Ghani et al. (2019)
wrote a literature review on Arabic for Specific Purposes courses in Malaysia, finding studies
which also undertook language needs analysis: for example, Saleh (2005) analysed the needs of
Hajj pilgrims, and found that their main interest is religion and oral communication; Hashim
(2009) explored the needs of economics students, and found that reading skills were considered
crucial to succeed. Ahmad (2017) explored the needs of Syariah officers working in Malaysian
Islamic banks, identifying Islamic banking and financial terms that those officers needed in
their career. A number of studies focused on Arabic for tourism (e.g. Jaafar, 2013; Adam,
2013; Adam & Chick, 2011). What is interesting to note is that the majority of these language
needs analysis studies focus on understanding what language skills should dominate in the teach-
ing of Arabic, with some studies also exploring useful vocabulary and pedagogy (Abdul Ghani
et al., 2019). None of the studies we found in the context of Arabic for Specific Purposes, however,
adopted a task-based approach to needs analysis. We will return to the importance of task in the
following paragraphs.

There are numerous methods and approaches to conduct needs analysis (Long, 2005). Signifi-
cant research started around the 1970s, and it was further developed by the work of the Council
of Europe in the 1990s (Huhta et al., 2013). We found a model developed in the early 1990s by
Robinson (1991) particularly helpful for our study. Robinson (1991), working within English for
Special Purposes, understood needs as pertaining to three levels: the micro-, the meso-, and the
macro-levels. Micro-level needs concern, and are usually identified by, the individual learner. How-
ever, the author argued, we also need to consider the interests of the wider context in which learners
operate (i.e. Robinson’s study, the workplace) and these represent the needs at the meso-level.
Finally, Robinson pointed out that we should not forget the society’s needs, this being the
macro-level.

Drawing from Robinson’s model (1991), Hutha et al. (2013) developed this work further, incor-
porating insights from the Common European Framework of Reference for Language (Council of
Europe, 2001). Hutha et al. (2013) moved from ‘language-centred approaches’, which ‘focus
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exclusively on functions and notions and on the four skills of speaking, listening, writing and reading’
(p.14), and rather considered the ‘task’ (Council of Europe, 2001) as ‘the primary unit of needs analy-
sis’ (Hutha et al., 2013, p.15). The meso- and the macro-levels then acquire particular importance as
the learner is always perceived in interaction with others (Hutha et al., 2013). In our project, we
grounded our needs analysis in this model, considering the task as the primary unit of analysis.

Hutha et al. (2013) suggest that a task-based needs analysis should be done mainly qualitatively,
to allow researchers to dig deeper into the needs, as surveys and questionnaires might not provide
the same depth of information. Similarly, texts analysis (including genre, content and discourse
analysis) or language tests might not provide sufficient information around the learner profile
(Hutha et al., 2013). Long (2005) argued that often learners are ‘non-experts’ of the target language
and, although they have an idea of what they might need, their expectations may not be entirely
viable. As such, needs analysis should involve different stakeholders, especially those who might
operate in the target environment.

In theWelcoming Languages project, the Arabic language learners are Scottish educators already
working with Arabic-speaking families and children, who have a quite clear understanding of their
needs. We therefore considered them, as ‘experienced learners’ (Long, 2005). We also included
Arabic-speaking children and their parents/carers in the needs analysis, as they will be involved
in the target context. In the next section, we present the methodology adopted for the task-based
needs analysis.

Methodology

The chosen methodology involved qualitative data collection with different stakeholders, which we
then triangulated. We conducted a total of 4 focus groups with Scottish educators, 3 focus groups
with Arabic-speaking children, which also included the use of visual methods, and 3 focus groups
with Arabic-speaking parents and carers. Focus groups were chosen as a method for data collection
as they help to facilitate communication among participants and, at the same time, allow
the collection of high-quality information in a restricted period of time (Acocella, 2012),
an important consideration as the Welcoming Languages project is of relatively short duration
(12 months).

Participants and participant recruitment

We conducted the needs analysis in four schools in the Glasgow City Council area, located in parts
of the city with higher refugee resettlement numbers. We first approached the head-teachers of a
number of primary schools in these areas, to explain the project in detail, and we then asked
head-teachers to gauge interest among their staff. We then organised focus groups with the staff
members who expressed an interest in learning Arabic. Following this, we asked the educators to
facilitate the organisation of focus groups with Arabic-speaking parents and children in their
schools. As one of the schools joined the project later than the others, we did not carry out the
needs analysis with families and children in this school, as this would have held up the adaptation
of the course.

Details of the focus groups and of participants are presented in Table 1. The focus groups with
education staff included: a total of 11 primary teachers; 1 head-teacher; 3 English as an Additional
Language (EAL) teachers; 4 family support staff; 1 head of subject, 1 administrator. The staff were
almost entirely speakers of English as a fist language, although one was an Urdu speaker, and one
already had some basic Arabic. Most of the staff had a school level knowledge of a modern language
but only one had studied languages at university level. All schools celebrate linguistic diversity in
some form, and one of the schools held ‘language of the month’ activities prior to closure during
the Covid pandemic (which they hope to resume). However, by and large the celebration of linguis-
tic diversity usually takes the form of multilingual posters and signage around the school.
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Methods

All data was collected through semi-structured focus groups. In the focus groups with educators,
the participants were asked about the situations in which they saw themselves speaking Arabic,
what tasks they expected they would need Arabic for, and what their priorities were. During the
focus groups with parents and children, we asked participants to tell us what they thought the
school staff should learn to say in Arabic.

The focus groups with parents/carers were conducted multilingually, mainly in Arabic but
with some English used as and when the parents/carers felt this necessary. The focus groups
with Arabic-speaking children run at the same time as the focus groups with the parents/carers.
We gathered the families together and, after an introduction the project (including distributing
the participant information sheet and asking parents and children to sign the consent/assent
forms) we split the large group into parents/carers, who talked with the project’s research associ-
ate (a native Arabic speaker); and children, who worked in small groups to create collective pos-
ters with Author 1 (who speaks Arabic at an intermediate level) and Author 2, who used her
‘linguistic incompetence’ (Phipps, 2013) to invite the children to teach her Arabic through draw-
ings and writing. Engaging children also through visual methods, rather than just verbally, helped
to shift the focus of the conversation from the children to the physical object, creating a more
relaxed environment by reducing direct pressure to respond (Punch, 2002). It allowed children
to choose pictures and/or writing according to their literacy skills, their age, and their preference;
and it complemented and supported the oral conversations that developed naturally around the
material object of the poster (Literat, 2013). The option of using Arabic and/or English (both
orally and in writing) added a translanguaging dimension to the children’s responses as they
were able to freely use the language that better expressed what they wished to convey (Bradley
et al., 2018).

As the focus groups with parents/carers and children were held in the same room, it frequently
happened that the adults joined their children as they were writing on their posters and, vice-versa,
that children joined the discussion with their carers/parents. The fluid, multimodal and multilin-
gual nature of these interactions allowed the data collection to remain open to a range of ways
of being and doing, an essential part of intercultural research (Phipps, 2013). Echoing recent con-
versations hosted by this journal on the use of arts-based methodologies with participants (e.g.
Bradley et al., 2018) multilingual fluidity and flexibility coupled with multimodality meant a
more ‘natural’ interaction with children and adults alike. This meant that all language users (edu-
cators, Arabic-speaking children and parents/carers) were involved in shaping the content of the
Arabic course, in line with what Freire (1970) terms ‘generative themes’. These are themes that
emerge dialogically, ‘[…] filled with emotional content that constitutes experiences and shared
values’ (Sousa et al., 2019) and that are oriented to action and transformation.

Data analysis

Having multimodal and multilingual data, we operated as a bricoleur (Kincheloe, 2001), com-
bining multiple tools to make meaning of the data. We transcribed our multilingual data in

Table 1. Overview of participants.

School 1 School 2 School 3 School 4

Focus group with
education staff

4 participants (one participant
was from another school)

8 participants 3 participants (one participant
was absent on the day)

6 participants

Focus group with Arabic-
speaking parents

11 parents/carers 2 parents/
carers

13 parents/carers N/A

Focus group with Arabic-
speaking children

15 children 7 children 10 children N/A
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the language in which they were collected, and we conducted the analysis in English. For our
multimodal data, i.e. the children’s posters, we used multilingual thematic analysis, but we also
used mind-mapping throughout the data analysis stage, and this helped us make meaning of
the data we gathered (Ellingson, 2009). All the data collected from the focus groups with
parents/carers, children and educators was cross analysed, to identify common themes across
all stakeholders.

Findings and discussion

In this section we first present the findings of our needs analysis, reporting them under sub-head-
ings for each group of participants. We then compare and converge the findings in the discussion
part, highlighting three main themes that emerged from the needs analysis. These are also the broad
themes around which the Arabic course is being designed, and we termed them: (a) language for
hospitality; (b) language for wellbeing; (c) language for school.

Findings: focus groups with Scottish educators

There was consensus among the group of educators regarding the necessity to learn ‘basic
expressions’ in Arabic to make newcomers, both parents and children, feel welcome. These
expressions included: basic greetings, simple conversations that are usually held at the school
gates, and some key expressions needed to arrange meetings, and to call an interpreter.

By way of example, a school staff member said:

Educator 1: For me I think it would be that welcoming
Educator 2: yeah
Educator 1: you know, to be able to communicate at basic level […] so that they feel that they are welcomed

into the school and the community and (inaudible word). I mean maybe we value you.

Another point of agreement concerned the importance of language to be used within the classroom,
especially school routine and basic instructions, as exemplified by the following extract:

Educator 1: I think I think school routine is very high on the list because trying to communicate to the
children what’s actually happening, what the other children are doing is quite difficult and
we have to […] kind of assume […]

Researcher: particularly a class teacher […]
Educator 1: yes, I am a class teacher, but it’s just really hard to kinda say like ‘you come to the carpet?’ or

‘you stay there’. Or ‘cause we say to everybody, “if you need help, come to me”’ […]
Educator 2: things like that it’s very important to have like that kind of instructions like classroom routines

and things like that.

Scottish staff were also in agreement on the importance of having enough language to under-
stand children’s basic needs and their feelings and emotions. For example, participants stated
that it was important to understand when children are not feeling well, or why they are
upset. A participant said that her main concern was to be able to understand her students
when they cry:

Educator: It concerns me the most when they’re crying in class, and you say ‘what’s wrong? Why are you
sad?’ […] or ‘[Are] you hurt?’ ‘Are you unwell?’ Ehmm, you know, that’s the communication that
that eh, it is most important, I think.

Some teachers highlighted the importance of explaining subject-specific content in children’s home
language. For instance, one EAL teacher explained that she needed to be able to let parents know
where and how to look up certain resources on the Internet and what they could do to support their
children’s learning in an efficient way. Another teacher reflected that, although capable in math and
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science, children might lack the language of those subjects, so some basic subject language school
would be useful, especially for the first years of primary:

Educator 1: There are a lot of children who are quite capable in math, but they’re just… can’t read it, so if
we actually say like ‘You’re adding that together – we’re taking that away […]’ I mean probably
not for a beginner of course but…

Educator 2: that language I think would be quite.. very good
Others: yeah yeah
Educator 3: I suppose words like add, take away, multiply […]

In one of the schools, the teachers said that they often call an interpreter for science tests, to ensure
that children can be evaluated based on their knowledge and understanding of the subject, rather
than on their English skills. This is indeed an instance of good practice, even though it does not
appear to be generalised.

As noted earlier, the group of Scottish educators we interviewed did not only include classroom
teachers, but also staff members with different roles, e.g. family support staff, EAL teachers, man-
agement. All participants highlighted specific language tasks that directly relate to their role: for
example, classroom teachers stated that they needed basic instructions to run lessons smoothly
while those involved in management expressed an interest in learning about basic instructions to
enable enrollment, to explain what documents are needed and to be able to help parents fill in
the required forms. Helping parents by signposting them to specific support available (e.g. food
banks; financial support) was a task that family support staff wanted to be able to do.

Other topics were mentioned as important, such as (a) learning the Arabic alphabet in order to
be able to begin to read some simple words that may be part of the school linguistic landscapes, and
(b) being able to count in Arabic. A teacher told us:

Educator 1: I think it [counting] is the easiest to learn. Obviously, there’s not much to learn. There are not
many ways you can get it wrong

Researcher: [giggling] yeah yeah, I see
Educator 1: so like so high it is counting with the little ones, you know, in their in their language, is eh it is

quite powerful

Our expectation was to develop a course based only on speaking and listening, and the fact that all
participants were interested in learning to recognise the Arabic letters came as a surprise. Similarly,
it was unexpected that they all stressed an interest in learning numbers as a way to ‘bond’ with the
children.

Findings: focus groups with Arabic-speaking children

Children were asked in both Arabic and English what they would like staff in their school to know.
The prompt was: ‘What Arabic words would you like to teach to Miss… or Mr… ?’ As they started
talking, we invited them to write things down and also to use drawings if they wished to. In all
focus groups, the immediate response from children was a very enthusiastic: ‘Everything!’ so we
guided them to break down ‘Everything’ by thinking about the first words staff in their school
should know.

These first words were often greetings. Hello! Salam Alaykum! Thank you! Shokran. Children
showed pride in saying those words in Arabic, even though when it came to writing, only some
of them decided to write them in Arabic, preferring English instead. In the detail from a poster
(Figure 1), a child started by writing ‘the Basics’ and then, through our subsequent questions,
added more details.

There was consensus among children that teachers should learn how to write in Arabic. Many of
them pointed out that teachers do not know the pupils’ name in Arabic (or cannot pronounce their
names correctly) and should learn how to write their own names and the children’s names in
Arabic:
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Child: My name is G., but teachers don’t know how to write it in Arabic.
Researcher: Would you like them to write your name in Arabic?
Child: Yes! [enthusiastically]
Researcher: let me try to write it down. is it how you spell it in Arabic [scribbling on the notebook]?
Child: No, you should use this [letter] [scribbling it on the notebook, pronounced as J, as in John].
Researcher: Ah, so it is J and not G. So your name is J. and not G.? Is that right?
Child: Yes, it is. but I don’t mind. Here everyone calls me G., I like G.!

During this exchange, the child showed pride while correcting the researcher’s misspelling,
but then also said that he liked the way in which his name was being transliterated and ‘mispro-
nounced’ in English. All his teachers and his classmates call him G., instead of J., as it is in
Arabic. Other children joined in this discussion, and were very engaged while trying to correct
the Co-I’s pronunciation or Arabic spelling. They all agreed that teachers should learn the
Arabic alphabet.

Other, mainly older, children mentioned they wanted teachers to learn language related to help-
ing pupils, such as ‘What happened?’, ‘Are you sick?’, as shown in Figure 2. This mirrored what
educators and parents had also said. Younger children usually pointed out that numbers, colours,
objects in the classrooms, objects in the gym and in the backyard should be learned. Some of them,
as shown in Figure 3, wrote a list of colours, fruits, animals. One EAL teacher, who was in the room
when the focus group took place, explained that those were precisely the topics that the children
were learning during their EAL support classes.

Figure 1. Detail from a poster (school 2).

LANGUAGE AND INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION 9



Figure 2. Detail from a poster (school 3).

Figure 3. Detail from a poster (school 1).
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In another small group three children were drawing together, and they then explained what the
drawing (Figure 4) represented:

Researcher: What’s that? Is it a house or a school?
Children: Yes, it is the school, in Arabic madrasa.
Researcher: Madrasa. And here, what’s that? What should teachers know? [pointing at the streets and traf-

fic light on the poster]
Child 1: They know if it is red they have to stop, and green they can go.
Researcher: Oh yes, that’s important to know. Should they be able to say that in Arabic?
Child 2: Yes, green and red.
Child 3: and all the colours.
Researcher: Oh, I see, that’s a good idea! Write them down
Child 3: Yes, let’s write the colours here
Child 1: No, let’s draw a tree here

In this case the process of drawing prompted children to suggest more words than perhaps they
would have thought of had we only used focus group conversations. During one focus group, a
small group of children started looking at the walls of the classroom. There were posters with
body parts, the cycle of life of the frog, words related to spring, flashcards with the months and
the days of the week. Some of those flashcards were multilingual. Children pointed them out to
us, and then added that all wall displays should also be in Arabic.

Findings: focus groups with parents/carers

Similar to the priorities highlighted by Scottish educators, parents agreed that it was crucial for staff
to learn the ‘basics’ or ‘daily expressions’, that is, simple sentences for greetings and welcoming, and
the alphabet. There was consensus regarding not teaching grammar at this level. These points are
exemplified by the following extract:

ديكاةيدجبألافرحألا،فورحلابأدبن:يلاهألا
اهملعتيةلهسشمئدتبمللشمةبعصيوشيبرعلادعاوقهييااداه،ةيدجبألافرحأ:1دلاو
twentyهييالاlevelلااداهيفةيساسأشمدعاوقلا:1ةدلاو first hours is not necessary
ةطيسبةطيسبلاتاجاحلا؟كمساامومكيلعمالسلالثمةطيسبلالمجلاوةيدجبألافرحألا:دلاو
1keywordsلا:2ةدلاو

Parents: we start with letters. The alphabet, for sure
Dad: alphabets, this eeeh the Arabic grammar is a bit difficult; it’s not for a beginner; it’s not easy to learn.

Figure 4. Detail from a poster (school 2).
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Mum: Grammar is not necessary at this level. Eeeh [teaching Grammar during] the first twenty hours [of
a course] is not necessary

Dad: alphabets and simple sentences like Assalaamu aleikom [hello – Islamic greeting], what’s your
name? These simple things.

Mum: The – keywords.

Parents also focused on learning the language of feelings and emotions needed in the school
environment, to be able to respond to children’s needs. A father for example said:

كيهيزتالغشضيرمنابعتديعسنوكيامللفطلاروعشلفطلاةفرعم:دلاو
كيهلتميشوا؟كقيدصعمتقناخت؟كقياضمادح؟نالعزتناالثم:ةدلاو

Dad: to know how the child feels, to know if he is happy, tired, sick, such things
Mum: for example, are you sad? Is there anyone bothering you? Did you argue/fight with your friend? Or

anything like that.

Another task mentioned by the parents/carers was that of communicating about children’s behav-
iour and their progress. For instance, a father told us:

،راهنلانمضهعضوناكفيكينباىلعلاساماودلادعبانامويلايجالكيدبانالاثملاليبسىلعلفطلاىلعلاسايدبامل:دلاو
نعلاسايجايدباملفةغليكحافرعبامالثماناهنال،اهوملعتينناءايشألايرورضلودهف،مويلكةسردملابهكولسناكفيك
نلقباميشمبويلاحلمحبففيكفرعبامايمويينباكولس

Dad: when I want to ask about the child. For example, whenever I want to come after work to ask about my
kid, how was he during the day, how did he behave every day, so these things are necessary for them
[staff] to learn because I, for example, do not know how to speak a language [English], so whenever I
want to ask about my son’s behaviour daily, I do not know how [to ask in English], so I just walk away
[literal translation: carry myself and walk away] without telling them

In the above excerpt, the father expressed a sense of disappointment and helplessness, indi-
cated by the sentence ‘ يشمبويلاحلمحب ’, which literary translates into ‘I carry myself and walk
away’ – which metaphorically means to feel powerless, helpless, incapable in a certain
situation, and as a result the only thing to do is to ‘walk away’. Another father shared a very
similar feeling, but he was more positive because he was able to speak ‘little English’. He
added that ‘ ينعيدعاستنيزيلجناةيوشانعانحاومهةيوشنوملعتياذانكل ’, which translates as: ‘if they
learn little [Arabic] and we have little English, we could help each other’.

There were also lengthy discussions about which Arabic variety should be taught, and there was
no consensus about that. Arabic is a mulltiglossic language (Badawi, 1973), that is, it has different
varieties. The word Fusha refers to two varieties: the classical variety and Modern Standard Arabic
(MSA). The classical variety is the language of Quran and of ancient literature, while MSA is the
language of education and the language used by the media in the Arab world. However, daily com-
munication is performed in what is called Ammyiah, which refers to the colloquial varieties used in
each country of the Arab world.

Although all parents perceived Fusha as the ‘original’, ‘correct’ and ‘right’ form of the language,
and although some of them mentioned that ‘it is better to teach Fusha’, others mentioned that the
dialect would be ‘easier’ and would allow staff in the school to interact with children more ade-
quately. It is noticeable, however, that those parents were cautious while mentioning this, as dialects
are often perceived as a ‘corruption’ of Fusha, which is the variety that should be taught (Holes,
2004).

ةغللاتناكولبالطلاعملصاوتلعورشمكوهوتناسبوهحصةيبرعلاةغللااوملعتيلوصألاوهةركفلا،ةركفلايههاها:ةدلاو
ينعيليمجءيشنوكيحكدربةيماعلا

Mum: it would be better if it [the course] was in Fusha, but the dialect may be easier for students […] The
idea is that, conventionally, they should learn Arabic correctly [referring to Fusha], but as a project
to communicate with students, Ammyiah would be good too.

Other parents stated that Fusha is ‘better’ as all Arabs share it, while dialects differ from one country
to another. However, it is interesting to note that during the focus groups, parents from a substan-
tial number of different countries were speaking their respective dialects and they could all
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understand each other. Nevertheless, when Author 1 started to talk to a father in Arabic (she is a
non-native Arabic speaker and mixed Fusha and dialect) he immediately switched to Fusha. The
same father later eagerly shared how they say ‘enjoy your meal’ in his Sudanese dialect. The discus-
sions about the Arabic variety did not lead to consensus. However, interestingly, as the children
were in the room when the focus group took place, some of them joined this discussion and
they concluded that both Fusha and Ammyiah would be correct.

Discussion

The aim of the language needs analysis was to guide the re-adaptation of an existing, generic begin-
ner Arabic course into a beginner course tailored specifically to educational settings. The focus
groups aimed to find out what tasks educators need to be able to perform in Arabic. We identified
three main shared themes, which we termed: (a) Language for hospitality; (b) Language for well-
being; (c) Language for school.

(a) Language for hospitality

The main task all participants identified as crucial is making newcomers, both children and parents/
carers, feel welcome when they first arrive. Ricoeur (2004) talks about ‘linguistic hospitality’ in the
context of translation, noting that translation is an act of hospitality as it enables communication.
However, translation requires interlocutors to have a proficient language level. We posit here that
acquiring ‘language for hospitality’ does not require a proficient language level but rather reflects
the process of enabling imperfect, incorrect, imprecise communication which acknowledges and
starts from the ‘linguistic incompetence’ (Phipps, 2013) of all interlocutors. We understand
‘language for hospitality’ as including basic greetings and welcoming sentences, aimed at providing
welcoming and forging connections through the knowledge of some simple, kind and ‘hospitable’
words and sentences.

We include in the ‘language for hospitality’ theme, the wish of education staff, but also of parents
and children, to learn the Arabic alphabet. As we noted above, this challenged our assumptions that
education staff would only be interested in speaking and listening. However, the staff’s wish to learn
to read and write in Arabic – or at least to be able to recognise the Arabic alphabet – suggests that
they hold an expectation of themselves as speakers of Arabic, one in which they have access to what
Kramsch (2006, p. 98) calls ‘fantasies of other identities’. Being an Arabic learner, then, also includes
this ‘fantasy of another identity’, one in which they are able to make sense of the ‘squiggles’ – as one
of the teachers called them – of the Arabic script.

(b) Language for wellbeing

Within the ‘Language for wellbeing’ theme, we included what all participants mentioned in relation
to being able to identify and respond to basic needs, provide help, and explore emotions and feel-
ings, in particular when pupils are distressed. Research on the ways in which distress is communi-
cated in foreign languages abounds, with consensus on the importance of using the distressed
person’s native tongue (Costa & Dewaele, 2012). However, this implies the possibility to work
with interpreters and translators.

The tasks that educators, children and parents mentioned during the focus groups, once again,
do not require mastering a foreign language at proficient levels, but rather offering an immediate
response to get through the distressful moment. As Noddings (1984) notes, an ‘ethics of care’
should be at the heart of the education system, and care requires receptive attentiveness (Noddings,
2012). Being able to provide and demonstrate this attentiveness through the use of the Arabic
language, however limited or imperfect, was a communicative task that all participants identified
as crucial.

LANGUAGE AND INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION 13



(c) Language for school

During our focus groups, both educators and Arabic-speaking children and their families high-
lighted that another priority should be to learn some basic language specific to the educational
settings. Refugees and migrants are required to learn new language skills upon their arrival to
the host country, and substantial research has been done on teaching methodologies, curricu-
lum development, teacher education, and more broadly the teaching of the language of the host
community in relation to refugee pupils’ specific needs (e.g. Crul, 2017; Sarmini et al., 2020).
For example, beginner courses for English as an Additional Language, provide basic English
knowledge and skills to allow children to function within the school environment. Our partici-
pants mentioned very similar topics to the ones that children learn during their EAL classes, in
relation to the school environment. Tasks include to be able to explain the school routine to
both children and parents/carers, to be able to communicate basic instructions to children
when they are in class, and potentially some subject-related content. What was interesting to
note, in relation to this theme, was the readiness with which the children were able to imagine
staff in their school as language learners, readily transposing their own experiences of learning
on them.

Conclusions

In this article we presented a task-based language needs analysis conducted to inform the re-adap-
tation of a generic beginner Arabic course to suit the specific needs of professionals in education in
Scotland. In Scotland, several language policies promote linguistic diversity and the inclusion of
newcomers as active members of the society (Scottish Government, 2012, 2015, 2018). The New
Scots is underpinned by the principle that integration is a two-way process. This involves reciprocal
learning and mutual efforts, in which not only refugees and migrants need to take a step towards the
host community, but where also the host community tries to ‘stretch towards’ hospitality (Imperiale
et al., 2021; Imperiale & Slade, 2022).

Hospitality – and integration – often happen in language, and language education has a key role
in developing inclusive societies, when learning the language of the ‘Other’ becomes a way to get
closer to this same ‘Other’. However, it is always newcomers who are required to learn the language
of the host community, while community languages are not mainstreamed in education settings.
TheWelcoming Languages project tries to challenge this, and to enhance the visibility and presence
of refugee languages in Scottish education settings by teaching Arabic to Scottish educators.

We conducted the needs analysis to guide the design and development of the Arabic course by
consulting different stakeholders through semi-structured focus groups: we involved primary Scot-
tish educators based in four schools in the Glasgow district, Arabic-speaking children and their
parents/carers. The aim was to gather themes that are meaningful to educators and to Arabic-speak-
ing children and parents/carers, based on the tasks that they carry out in their everyday interactions
(Freire, 1970). We found that there was consensus among educators, Arabic-speaking children and
parents/carers around three main themes, which we named: (a) language for hospitality, (b)
language for wellbeing, and (c) language for school. While (c) is specific to the educational setting,
the former two themes could also be extended beyond the school context to all service providers
who work with refugees and newcomers. Language for hospitality and language for wellbeing, in
fact, both aim to establish caring interpersonal relationships that do not depend so much on pro-
ficiency in the target language but more on the demonstration of an active willingness to make space
for the languages of those who have made Scotland their home. While the Welcoming Languages
project has an important practical dimension, the symbolic dimension of Scottish education staff
learning a refugee language cannot be underestimated, as it embodies a willingness to welcome
and care for New Scots that stands in sharp contrast to the ‘hostile environment’ policy pursued
by the UK Home Office (Fekete, 2020).
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This study contributes to the field of language education with refugees and migrants in two
ways: firstly, it starts conversations around learning with and from refugees, which is some-
thing that is still scantly discussed in the relevant literature (Imperiale & Slade, 2022). This
concerns the involvement of refugees as primary stakeholders in determining what is needed
to create a welcoming environment (Freire, 1970), in and with language, to actively engage in
‘linguistic hospitality’. Our recommendation is that, in thinking about language policies in
Scottish education, refugee and migrant communities are included in the conversation, to
broaden the range of considerations that inform language policies in education, and to ensure
that the languages spoken by ‘New Scots’ have parity of voice and parity of esteem (see also
Phipps & Fassetta, 2015). Secondly, we hope that our language needs analysis contributes to
the field of needs analysis by providing an example of task-based approach to needs analysis
for Arabic for Specific Purposes, a topic that, to the best of our knowledge, has not yet been
explored.

Note

1. Translation from Arabic into English was done by the third author.
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