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Abstract  

Bilingualism as the medium of educational instruction in institutions has led to much controversy. The challenge, 
however, for policy makers is to address the issue of what languages are to be the medium of instruction and the 
place of the home and minority languages in EFL contexts as English becomes the lingua franca worldwide.  
Further, research has shown that bilingual students when compared to monolingual students perform better in 
academic institutions as they have developed higher cognitive skills required for learning. Although bilingualism 
as the medium of instruction has been researched and has become more common in institutions worldwide, it is 
under researched in L1 Arabic contexts especially in the Lebanese multilingual/cultural context from the student 
and teachers’ point of view. This paper reports on an exploratory survey study of student and teachers’ 
preferences in one English medium institution in Lebanon as to what language(s) they prefer to study in at both 
the pre and university levels. Main findings indicate that both students and teachers show a high preference for 
bilingualism as the medium of instruction at both the pre and university levels with English the priority medium.  
Implications and recommendations for future research are made.  
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I. Introduction 

1.1 The Problem  

Over the past several decades, it has been debated as to the extent bilingual education is effective in mainstream 
classrooms at both the secondary (used interchangeably with high school in this study) and tertiary (used 
interchangeably with university in this study) educational institutions from different aspects such as language 
acquisition, teaching/learning, cultural awareness, identity and learner attitudes (Archila & Truscott de Mejía, 
2017; Baker & Wright, 2017; Dewaele, Housen, & Wei, 2003; García, Lin, & May, 2017; Palfreymen & van der 
Valt, 2017). Speaking more than one language, many argue, is necessary in today’s global world as this opens 
wider career and educational opportunities and facilitates cross cultural communication (e.g., Jin & Cortazzi, 
1997; Jaumont, 2018; among others). Thus, it is claimed that it is necessary for educational institutions to meet 
the multi-literacy needs of students especially in light of the strong influence from monolingual medium 
proponents and their work on academic English which often does not take minority languages into account at 
university levels. Rong (2007, p. 9) highlighted the challenge that educational institutions need to address. 

The language of instruction is the medium through which knowledge is transmitted during the educational 
process. Because of this, the issue of what language the teachers use when giving lectures and what 
language is used to compile the text materials they adopt becomes a core issue in educational development 
for any multiethnic, multilingual country. 

1.2 The Significance of the Problem 

Studies have shown that bilingualism has positive effects on developing the learner’s high order cognitive skills 
(see Vygotsky, 1978 iconic work on zone of proximal development) which in turn has wide implications for 
students carrying out higher studies in bi/multilingual contexts. This is well noted by Marian and Shook (2012, p. 
4).  

The improvements in cognitive and sensory processing driven by bilingual experience may help a bilingual 
person to better process information in the environment, leading to a clearer signal for learning. 



ijel.ccsenet.org International Journal of English Linguistics Vol. 9, No. 3; 2019 

331 

Over the past several decades, there has been much debate on whether or not a bilingual education is of value 
(e.g., Sayigh, 1965; Frayha, 2004; Golash-Boza, 2005; Shaaban & Ghaith, 1999; Zakharia, 2017). A bilingual 
education for many policy makers is not only becoming a prized priority at the pre university level but 
increasingly more so at the university level worldwide (Zakharia, 2017). Belhiah and Elhami’s (2015) study on 
500 L1 Arabic speakers and 100 instructors in six universities in the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Qatar, Kuwait, 
Bahrain, Oman, and Saudi Arabia found that students and teachers significantly preferred to study in both 
English and Arabic. The authors argue that with the students’ low proficiency level in English, it is more efficient 
to have a biliteracy language policy as in this way the students would improve in English and at the same time be 
less frustrated in learning their subject matter. Additionally, this would preserve their national identity. They also 
suggest to have bilingual instructors as they would better understand the culture and background of the students 
and thus, they claim, offer more effective student learning. Bilingualism as the medium of instruction is still 
under researched and with globalism it has become important for educational institutions to make decisions as to 
what language or languages to adopt in the face of increasing bi/multilingualism worldwide. However, little 
research has been carried out at the pre and university levels in Lebanon from students and teachers’ perspectives 
leaving a gap in this research field. The present study aims to explore the extent to which bilingualism as the 
medium of instruction is favored by both students and teachers, the stakeholders, at the pre and university levels 
in one English medium educational institution in Lebanon which would contribute to the body of knowledge in 
this field. 

1.3 Review of Literature 

1.3.1 Bilingualism 

It is significant to understand how bilingualism is currently viewed and its relationship to a medium of 
instruction. Research in the 20th century indicates that, on the one hand, speaking in more than one language 
confuses the learner (Baker & Wright, 2017) while on the other students speaking and studying in more than one 
language are ‘smarter’, have more developed cognitive skills, and can better process information from the 
environment and thus show more of an ability for learning than that of monolinguals (Bartolottie & Marian, 
2012; Bhattacharjee, 2012; Baker & Wright, 2017; Dooly, 2007). 

Spolsky (1978) had proposed a theory and model for bilingual education but at the same time highlighted its 
complexity and its dependency on certain factors and situations. However, political, economic and religious 
issues challenged colonialism and its implementation of English or French as a medium of instruction to the 
ousting of national languages as a kind of imperialism and power through indirect means which was met with 
disfavor in many countries worldwide (Orr & Annous, 2018; Zakharia, 2009). Nevertheless, putting the 
non-linguistic factors aside, the world, and especially in Lebanon, has become even more bilingual and 
multilingual as people and students travel, and emigrate to seek better opportunities. It is not surprising that 
many researchers support a bilingual education. Golash Boza (2013) argues that a bilingual education has 
advantages over a monolingual education, and its advantages, especially for immigrant children, are far reaching 
in helping those limited in English to complete a university education.  

1.3.2 Bilingual Education  

To what degree bilingualism as the medium of instruction is effective has not been without debate. Recently, 
some studies have cautioned the fast-growing introduction of English as the medium of instruction (EMI) at all 
levels of education and in many countries worldwide (see Dearden, 2016). These studies point out that 
governmental language policies that ‘impose’ EMI seem to be ‘eradicating’ the national language and/or the 
minority languages and in turn the heritages and cultures of the country concerned. English as a lingua franca 
indirectly is challenging national languages as it quickly spreads as the global language for communication, 
markets and education worldwide. The case in Cameroon illustrates this where students although having a choice 
of entering French or English medium schools and although French is one of the main national languages, are 
opting more for an English medium education and, in so doing, are finding it a great challenge (Kuchah, 2018). 

On another note, and as a reaction to the fact that there would be negative transfer from one language to the next, 
and in keeping with instructing students to be better prepared in studying in the medium of English, a great deal 
of research has been carried out in different paradigms. This research includes studies such as English for 
Academic Purposes (EAP), English for Specific Purposes (ESP), genre writing, English as the medium of 
instruction (EMI), Integrated Content and Language in Higher Education (ICLHE), the latter being quite a 
challenge in the cooperation between integrating the content and language by the English and Content instructors 
(see Schmidt-Unterberger, 2018). The purpose of this research has been to offer teachers instructional models to 
initiate students into academic English in the different disciplines based on the assumption that writing the 
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various genres in the disciplines differ in which teachers need to instruct their students and thus avoid 
codeswitching which could empede the learning of the target language (see Bahous et al., 2013 for the 
controversy). 

To investigate this in the Lebanese context, a study, carried out in one English medium university in Lebanon, 
(Bacha, 2018), indicated students perceive having no significant negative transfer from Arabic or French in 
writing in English. Interestingly, also, students viewed expecting grades of over 80% on their essays and noted 
that the organization, vocabulary and grammar when writing essays in English did not pose any problems. These 
results were contrary to the actual essay assessments through content analysis that indicated L1 negative 
interference and confirmed research in the field (Kaplan, 1966; Grabe & Kaplan, 2006; Purves, 1988). The 
implications of these results suggest along with the genre and EAP studies that instruction is necessary which 
would help students improve their academic writing (Hyland, 2006; Paltridge, 2004; Swales, 1990). The 
assumption is also that if students are instructed in academic English, then they would better succeed in EMI in 
their education and thus not need a bilingual education. 

Nevertheless, English as the sole medium of instruction at pre and university levels has been questioned as to its 
efficiency and quality in the age of globalization. During the late 19th century and throughout the 20th century, 
especially after the 1960’s with increased immigration to Europe and the United States, many schools worldwide 
are rising to the challenge of including home languages such as Spanish, German, Italian, in which some content 
subjects are taught (Gandara & Escamilla, 2017). This inclusion, referred to as transitional bilingual education 
(TBE), English still remains the main medium of instruction, but other languages are emerging. At the 
universities, though, content subjects to date are taught in one language to a large extent, mainly English or the 
home language (Gandara & Escamilla, 2017). 

Recently, however, Dearden (2016 among others) noted that in a study carried out on 55 Western and Eastern 
countries that, although students and instructors favored EMI, more prevalent in private institutions though, they 
would prefer having the national language along with English and thus bilingual education. 

However, drawing on bilingual theory noted above, the implications seem to counter the emphasis on EMI on 
the students’ success in education. The Western model of higher studies in today’s world does emphasize critical 
thinking, problem solving, and application of knowledge in new situations, negotiation and other high order 
cognitive skills which would be provided in English as a medium of instruction (EMI) following a western 
curricula model and which is not offered by many national languages that depend upon traditional methods and 
memorization. But it would be an added advantage for students to be exposed to two or more languages in pre 
and university education with the implication that they would excel over their counterparts who studied in the 
medium of one language or spoke only one language at home. It would also be an advantage to continue this 
bilingual education in higher institutions where they would be more competitive as they transition into their 
careers and the global market. The languages of instruction would then depend upon the languages spoken in a 
given country.  

While two languages as the medium of instruction has not met with much positivism in some higher education 
institutions, it has in others, such as in Finland where courses are taught in Finnish, and/or Swedish and English, 
(Anckar, 2006; Källkvist & Hult, 2014), and in Switzerland and Freiburg. Langner and Imbach (2000) note a few 
possible models: 

On the one hand, there are clearly defined and quantified diplomas; on the other hand, the choice of 
attending several courses in the second language, but of taking examinations in the primary language. 
Between the two extremes—the definition of bilingual diplomas on the one hand and several special 
courses on the other—there is a wide range of ways to achieve academic bilingualism. Finally, basic 
principles for the operation of a multilingual university are proposed (p. 461). 

Cummins (2000) mentions that the learning of concepts in the second language is ‘easier’ when they have 
learned them in their first or home language and encourages the use of L1 along with L2 in their education. 
Arzoz (2012) reports on two languages in higher education such as “French and Dutch in Belgium, German and 
French in Switzerland, English and French in Canada” (p. 1). 

In today’s world, the balance seems to be tipping more towards the value that a bilingual education provides. A 
statement made by Professor Stephen May, an advocate of bilingual education, on September 15, 2017 to the 
New Zealand Herald is indicative of the effort made to influence parents in giving their children a bilingual 
education considered to be beneficial. 

Bilingual and immersion programmes, like Maori-medium education, are highly effective but there’s a lot 
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of scaremongering out there about them, and some widely held and very entrenched negative attitudes 
about bilingualism and bilingual education. 

Doiz, Lasagabaster and Sierra (2013) mention that with increasing international study programs, English 
medium universities have grown worldwide but are rising to the challenge by having integrative learning in the 
classroom where the home language has been successfully used for better communication among the students 
coming from immigrant families. Archila and Truscott de Mejía (2017) discuss the education in university 
science courses in a Colombian university. They found that the majority of the professors indicated positive 
views towards a Spanish-English bilingual education in today’s internationalization of science. However, it is not 
without its challenges as the language of instruction for teaching and research. Furthermore, a study carried out 
in South Africa (Madiba, 2010) described a situation in which more than one language was used as the medium 
of instruction in an institution of higher learning, which gave more opportunities for students to follow higher 
studies. They could either study in one medium or choose to study in two. Also, students who spoke a language 
other than the one that had been the only medium of instruction at the university, could now have a university 
education.  

Plessis (2006) notes in this debate that bilingualism as the medium of instruction in South Africa in higher 
education is ‘flexibile’ implying its effectiveness, and notes three types: Dual-Medium Education (DME), 
Parallel-Medium Education (PME) and English-Medium Instruction (EMI) where two languages are given in 
separate classes or two languages are given in the same class as is the case in Sweden (Källkvist & Hult, 2014). 
However, the author does qualify that this is by no means a move to bilingual education at the university as the 
main reason for introducing these paradigm methods of instruction is more for home language maintenance and 
its survival which is tradition and cultural-based. In fact, the complexity of more than one language as the 
medium of instruction has brought about misconceptions and misunderstandings about its meaning. Despite this, 
controversies surrounding the goal and/or value of a bilingual education has had its toll in the United States, 
Britain and Canada (see Edwards, 1980; Edwards & Redfernm, 1992). But this should not dissuade institutions 
to consider the possibility of a bilingual education and its benefits. Importantly, another bilingual education 
university in Canada is described where the benefits to student learning out weight the disadvantages (Beillard, 
2000). 

The University of Ottawa … as a bilingual university was reaffirmed, together with its special mission of 
preserving and developing French culture in Ontario. … has moved toward “institutional” bilingualism and 
has placed a strong emphasis on the parallel offering of programmes. It … has delivered positive results (p. 
469). 

1.3.3 Language Background in Lebanon 

It is important to mention the language background in Lebanon in order to appreciate the multilingual/cultural 
wealth of the country and consequently the challenges faced in reaping this wealth in offering the best learning 
language tools. The past decade has seen many English medium universities mushrooming in Lebanon, but often 
noted by high ranking universities that they lack good standing in teaching, technology, and curriculum 
development (personal communication with some administrators in accredited universities).  

Although English is not the official language in Lebanon, it is the medium of instruction in the majority of 
private pre and university institutions and a second or third language in governmental public educational 
institutions (Esseli, 2017). Over the past century and due to the influence of the French and American 
missionaries and colonialism in Lebanon, there have been different models of bilingual education in Lebanese 
schools. Arabic remains the official national language, and although many languages are spoken such as Spanish, 
German, Armenian; English and French remain the main ones. Attitudes of students show they prefer to study in 
English and/or French rather than Arabic as they see the former two a pathway to a better life and higher studies 
(Diab, 2006; 2009). In 1994, the Lebanese Ministry of Education made it mandatory that, in addition to Arabic, 
all public high schools teach all subjects in a second language as the medium of instruction, and teach a third 
additional foreign language with an intercultural/cultural component and based on recent methodologies. 

In Lebanon, all high schools have either French and/or English as the medium of instruction and the other as a 
third language. Arabic is only taught in Arabic language classes. The students then are referred to as either 
English educated or French educated. Thus, students then need to apply to a university in which English (EMI) 
and/or French (FMI) is the medium of instruction depending upon which (or both) of these two languages was 
their MI at the pre-university level. Since many students are bilingual, trilingual or multilingual, why not offer 
content courses in both languages or have a similar course, one given in English and one in French. 

This profile clearly reflects the country’s bi/multilingualism/culturalism (see Esseili, 2017; Orr & Annous, 2018; 



ijel.ccsenet.org International Journal of English Linguistics Vol. 9, No. 3; 2019 

334 

Shaaban & Ghaith, 1997 for the history of the languages in Lebanon). Although some researchers, teachers and 
administrators have followed the progress of the educational mandate of 1994 at the pre-university levels in 
public and some private schools (see Sbaity, 2010; Shaaban, 2013), there are few or no studies, to the author’s 
knowledge, on students’ viewpoints of a bilingual education in the Lebanese context. There are even fewer at the 
university level.  

Orr and Annous (2018) indicated that students favored learning in English and French and not the national 
language Arabic. Arabic is not viewed by students as prestigious as English and French are and which are viewed 
as passports to continue their higher studies in preferred Western type institutions. 

Students in Lebanon have the choice to take their subject courses in either French or English or a mixture at the 
high school level. Although there are high schools and universities that follow these models, it is not a usual 
practice at the university level in Lebanon. Most private universities have one language as the medium of 
instruction. Often students travel abroad, mainly to the United States, United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, or 
Europe to follow their higher education in English or French as some do not find the opportunities in their home 
country. 

Esseli (2017) further notes that there are forty-one private universities and one state university in Lebanon: the 
Lebanese University (LU). From the forty-one, thirty-two are full universities while the remaining are colleges 
or religious affiliated. According to her, most of the ‘full universities’ ten, currently, have only English as the 
medium of instruction and are private universities, eight have English and French, also private universities, four 
English and Arabic, and six, Arabic, English and French. The Lebanese Government University offers its 
academic programs in Arabic and others in French and English, while still others only in French which give 
opportunities to students to further their studies in the language they prefer, and more importantly, to do so in the 
language they can. Although no study has been made on the effectiveness of this on student learning, it has made 
it possible for more students in Lebanon to continue on to higher education where they can exploit their 
biliteracy (Bahous, Bacha, & Nabhani, 2012; Shaaban & Ghaith, 1997). 

Related to these bilingual studies is code switching research which indicates that in using English as the medium 
of instruction (EMI) and using L1 for practical, cultural, communicative and management purposes, also aids in 
learning (e.g., Bahous, Nabhani, & Bacha, 2013; Cahyani, Courcy, & Barnett, 2016). A study carried out in 
Kuwait (Alghasab, 2018) with L1 Arabic and L2 English in the classrooms found positive results in learning and 
notes that a bilingual education impacts curriculum design, classroom management and interpersonal 
relationships. Most bilingualism as the medium of instruction implementation worldwide, though, has been at the 
pre-university levels. Although there are universities that offer some programs in either the home language 
and/or in English, they are very few (Arzoz, 2012). 

In this context, recent sociolinguistic research in translanguaging has indicated that using the bi/multi-literacy of 
the students in bilingual classrooms can give positive results. The students interact in given tasks which help 
them accomplish the tasks efficiently and acquire new knowledge in educational contexts. This is contrary to 
some other researchers who see other languages in the classroom as interfering factors (see for example Creese 
& Blackledge, 2010; Duarte, 2016; Moodly, 2007). These researchers define translanguage as the 

act performed by bilinguals of accessing different linguistic features or various modes of what are described 
as autonomous languages, in order to maximize communicative [speech]… [and] describe translanguaging 
as both an act of bilingual performance and a pedagogical approach for systematically teaching 
multilinguals, by encouraging them to use the totality of their language knowledge to engage in educational 
learning (Duarte, 2016, pp. 1–2). 

They found that translanguage helped in communicative speech tasks and on tasks in mainstream educational 
pre-university content classes in focusing on the functions of multilingual repertoires for negotiating and 
acquiring knowledge in mainstream education. Some examples of these functions are paraphrasing, quoting, 
describing, problem-solving, hypothesizing, and debating, all higher order cognitive skills required of students at 
the university level and in the work place. 

These results contradict the beliefs that there is negative interference from L1 and afford counterarguments to 
monolingual supporters. 

These are very valuable results for the present study to explore the possibility of bilingualism as the medium of 
instruction irrespective of the model that is to be selected (Van Der Wildt et al., 2015). The results of this study 
suggest that allowing translanguaging in phases of collaborative talk may be one feature of such a pedagogical 
shift (Duarte, 2016). 
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The aim of the present study is to obtain the views of students on a bilingual education and to compare these 
views to those of their teachers in an English medium private university in Lebanon.  

The three research questions are mentioned below:  

Research question 1: What significant differences are there between student and teachers’ preferences for 
bilingualism as the medium of instruction at the pre and university levels? 

Research question 2: What significant differences are there between EMI and FMI students’ preferences for 
bilingualism as the medium of instruction at the pre and university levels? 

Research question 3: What significant differences are there between the genders’ perceptions for bilingualism as 
the medium of instruction at the pre and university levels? 

3. Methodology 

This study focused on administering a survey to first year university students and their teachers to explore their 
views as to the medium of instruction they would prefer at pre and university educational levels. 

3.1 Participants 

The participants comprised a purposive representative sample of 215 L1 speakers of Arabic first year university 
(used interchangeably with tertiary in the present study) students attending the first of four required English 
language academic writing courses at an English medium of instruction (EMI) private university in Lebanon. 
They were placed in the English courses according to their TOEFL or the university’s English Entrance Exam 
placement scores. These participants were selected as they had just completed their last year in high school, and 
thus had fresh experience with the MI used in their schools and could best give feedback on the survey used in 
this study. The demographic profile showed that there were 58.06% males and 49.04% females, a total of 58.06% 
from French medium of instruction (FMI) high schools (used interchangeably with pre-university in the present 
study), 36.06% from English medium of instruction (EMI) high schools, and 1.08% from other mediums of 
instruction (OMI) such as French/English, Armenian, Spanish or Arabic. The participants were a representative 
sample of the various university majors with 29.03% in Engineering, 17.20% in Business, 13.98% in Pharmacy, 
9.68% in Architecture and the remainder of 39.79% distributed almost equally among Nursing, Biology, 
Computer Science, Political Sciences, Nutrition and undeclared majors. There were 77.42% Lebanese nationals, 
with the remainder 20.58% dual nationalities of Lebanese with Spanish, American, French, Venezuelan, 
Australian, Yemeni, Russian, Serbian, Nigerian, Jordanian, Syrian, Palestinian, Canadian, or Argentinian and 
some with three nationalities such as Lebanese, Armenian and American. There were a few with only one 
nationality such as American or Canadian or British and since they were not bilingual, they were excluded from 
the study. The selected sample also showed that they could speak the languages of their home country. This 
information was obtained to show the bi/multi/lingual/cultural characteristic of Lebanon which may impact the 
choice of language(s) used as the medium of instruction in educational institutions. 

Five female and two male teachers participated in the study, L1 Arabic speakers of English and holders of a 
Masters of Arts Degree in English or Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL). Their ages ranged from 
thirty to fifty years old, and each had between ten to twenty-five years of teaching experience. The student and 
teacher sample were found satisfactory for the present study. 

3.2 Survey  

Two parallel surveys were constructed by the researcher for both students and their teachers on preferences 
toward bilingualism as a medium of instruction at both the pre and university levels. Each of the two surveys had 
eight questions; the first four questions focused on the respondents’ preferences for English, French, Arabic or 
English/French at the high school level. The second four questions focused on the respondents’ preferences for 
English, French, Arabic or English/French at the university level (Refer to Appendices A and B for the student 
and teachers’ questionnaires). A likert scale from 1 to 5 was used with 1 (never) being representative of the 
lowest preference and 5 (always) of the highest. Below is a sample question, the first for the student and the 
second the teacher. 

1 = Never 2 = Rarely 3 = Sometimes 4 = Most of the time   5 = Always 

1 I like to study all my subjects only in English in high school 1 2 3 4 5 
1 = Never 2 = Rarely 3 = Sometimes 4 = Most of the time   5 = Always 

1 I prefer students to be taught subjects only in English in high school 1 2 3 4 5 
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3.3 Procedure 

A pilot study was carried out on 25 students in one first academic English class in order to check for any concerns 
in clarity and content. The survey was then refined to reduce any ambiguities in meaning and language. The survey 
was then administered in class by the teachers in the first required academic English course to five hundred 
students (25 students on average per class) at the university where the study was carried out at the time of the study.  
The pilot class was excluded to avoid any subjectivity in answering the questions twice. A response rate of 215, 42% 
was obtained. Teachers responding to a parallel survey were seven out of 15 giving an approximate 50% response 
rate. Ethical considerations were accounted for in receiving approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at 
the university where the study was conducted, and the surveys were kept voluntary, anonymous and confidential.    

3.4 Data Analysis 

The survey data was input into the Statistical Package of Social Sciences (v.22) and a quantitative analysis of the 
data was carried out. Since the teachers’ sample was small and did not show normality, comparative non 
parametric Kruskall Wallis statistical testing was carried out for means of two independent samples and Spearman 
significance test at a two-tailed significance level of less than p = 0.05 between the two samples. This was done to 
find any significant differences in preferences for bilingualism as a medium of instruction according to three 
independent variables 1) student and teachers, 2) English (EMI) and French (FMI) educated students, and 3) 
bi/multilingual female and male students.   

4. Results, Data Analysis and Discussion 

The results, analysis and discussion are given according to the three research questions.  

4.1 Research Question 1: What Significant Differences Are There Between Student and Teachers’ Preferences for 
Bilingualism as the Medium of Instruction at the Pre and University Levels? 

Data analyzed according to means in Tables 1 and 2 indicate that both student and teachers show they prefer 
English first (means between 4 to 4.2), a combination of French and English second (means between 1.7 to 2.6), 
French third (means between 1.7 to 2.5) and lastly Arabic (means between 1.1–1.6) as the medium of instruction at 
the high school and university levels.   

 

Table 1. Mean student preferences for medium of instruction 

N=215 Mean Std. Deviation 

English high school 3.4093 1.25672 
French high school  2.5953 1.53129 
Arabic high school  1.5794 .91966 
English & French high school  2.6589 1.34635 
English university  4.2465 .93712 
French university  1.9484 1.16642 
Arabic university  1.3981 .81228 
English & French university 2.4372 1.34460

 

Table 2. Mean teacher preferences for medium of instruction 

N=7 Mean Std. Deviation 

English high school 3.7143 1.60357 
French high school  2.0000 .81650 
Arabic high school  1.1429 .37796 
English & French high school  3.5714 1.27242 
English university  4.0000 1.15470 
French university  1.7143 .75593 
Arabic university  1.2857 .75593 
English & French university  3.0000 1.26491 

 

Data analyzed according to Spearman significance statistical test in Tables 3 and 4 indicate that there are no 
significant differences (p is greater than 0.5) between student and teacher views on what they prefer the medium 
of instruction to be at both the high school and university levels.   

However, teacher results show a very high mean preference for a bilingual education in English and French and 
higher than those of the students at both the high school and university levels. English remains the highest mean 
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preference for both students and teachers at both the high school and university levels. 

 

Table 3. Mean rank preferences for medium of instruction in high school and university between students and 
teachers 

 Student or Faculty Mean Rank 

English high school Student 110.87 
Teacher 130.93 

French high school  Student 112.08 
Teacher 93.57 

Arabic high school  Student 111.86 
Teacher 84.64 

English & French high school  Student 109.69 
Teacher 151.07 

English university  Student 111.91 
Teacher 98.93 

French university  Student 110.63 
Teacher 106.50 

Arabic university  Student 109.80 
Teacher 100.36 

English & French university  Student 110.22 
Teacher 139.00 

 

Table 4. Significant differences between students and teachers 

 English 
High 
school 

French 
High 
School 

Arabic 
High 
School 

English & 
French High 
School 

English 
University 

French 
University 

Arabic 
University 

English & 
French 
University 

Chi-Square .691 .606 1.687 2.999 .329 .034 .273 1.262 
Df  1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
Asymp. Sig. .406 .436 .194 .083 .566 .854 .601 .261 

Note. a. Kruskal Wallis Test, b. Test Statistics. 

 

These results are enlightening. Most of the students find English more prestigious (personal communication with 
a wide sample of students at the university in the present study) as it opens more opportunities for study and jobs 
abroad. Arabic, the national language, is ranked the lowest as students cannot compete with jobs in the global 
market of today without a second and/or a third foreign language. This result confirms previous research in the 
field where Arabic was also found less prestigious and English or French seen as a ticket to a better future abroad 
(Diab, 2006, 2009; Orr & Annous, 2018). Furthermore, a bilingual education would allow for more opportunities 
and better achievement levels (Alghasab, 2018).   

There is a small percentage of students and teachers who prefer only Arabic which is in line with those countries 
that want to keep their national language alive (Gandara & Escamilla, 2017; Suleiman, 2003). It is interesting to 
note, however, that a good number of students and teachers are strongly in favor of a bilingual education of 
English and French at the university level which confirms previous research that students find these Western 
languages prestigious and a career path over the national and minority languages (Zakharia, 2009). 

4.2 Research Question 2: What Significant Differences Are There Between EMI and FMI Student Preferences for 
Bilingualism as the Medium of Instruction at the Pre and University Level? 

It was interesting to explore the EMI and FMI student preferences for bilingualism as the medium of instruction 
in high school since they had just completed their secondary education and were entering university. The 
researcher found it relevant to tap their past experience at this stage.  

Findings indicated that approximately 70% of the French educated students preferred French as the medium of 
instruction and then approximately 30% English in high school (Figures 1 & 2), while approximately 90% of the 
English educated (EMI) preferred English as the medium and approximately 10% preferred French. Significance 
testing using the Pearson statistical testing for normal student data distribution indicated high significant 
differences between EMI and FMI students (p = 0.000). 
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for bilingualism as the medium of instruction using English and French in high school from both EMI and FMI 
students. Comparing the results between research questions 1 and 2, although the French educated students in high 
school preferred French as the medium of instruction in high school, the question is what percentage of these FMI 
students preferred English out of the high mean of 4.2 and how many preferred a bilingual education of English 
and French out of the mean of 2.4 (see Table 1) when asked for their preferences on the medium of instruction they 
preferred at the university level, and what factors changed their preferences if any. This needs future research 
studies. 

The results according to MI here have implications for language policies in educational institutions which have, it 
would seem, a dual role in ‘restoring’ the place of the national language to keep the heritage, culture and identity of 
its people, but at the same time consider offering students a bilingual education. (Orr, & Annous, 2018). 

4.3 Gender 

Research question 3: What Significant Differences Are There Between Male and Female Student Preferences for 
Bilingualism as the Medium of Instruction at the Pre and University Levels? 

Gender studies have shown controversial findings based on achievement levels in learning languages (e.g., 
Glowka, 2014). Although, this is not the main focus of the present study, it was also found interesting to do a 
preliminary exploration which would add knowledge to the field and could lead to further studies.  

Data analysis according to mean differences in Tables 5 and 6 indicate that females significantly prefer a 
bilingual language instruction (p =.000) than do males at both the high school and university levels. However, 
the mean ranks and the statistical testing for significance show that there are no significant differences in their 
preferences for EMI in both high school and university. Again, EMI is the preferred MI which confirms the 
literature in the field that English is indeed a prestigious priority.   

Furthermore, the females, according to the findings, preferred more than their male counterparts to study in two 
languages, French and English, the result being highly significant (p = .000). Why this is so would be part of 
another study, but to the researcher’s experience, females have shown better results in language learning in the 
context of the study and which other researchers confirm (Glowka, 2014).   

There is some agreement in the literature that the genders in learning languages use different strategies and in 
some circumstances females are higher language achievers (e.g., Chayata & Sapsirin, 2014; Glowka, 2014; 
among others). Even though this result cannot be generalized, it does show a light on gender preferences to 
bilingualism as a medium of instruction. 

Table 5. Mean differences between genders as to medium of instruction in high school and university 

 Gender Mean Rank 
English high school Female 107.62 

Male 114.35 
French high school  Female 128.93 

Male 93.55 
Arabic high school  Female 102.99 

Male 117.75 
English & French high school  Female 122.00 

Male 99.41  
English university  Female 113.50  

Male 108.53 
French university  Female 125.23 

Male 94.63 
Arabic university  Female 101.30 

116.63 116.63 
English & French university  Female 127.23 

Male 94.07 

 
Table 6. Significant differences between gender preferences for medium of instruction 

 English 
High 
school 

French 
High 
School 

Arabic 
High 
School 

English & 
French High 
School 

English 
University 

French 
University 

Arabic 
University 

English & 
French 
University 

Chi-Square .649 18.219 4.050 7.318 .396 15.153 5.797 15.933 
Df  1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
Asymp. Sig. .420 .000 .044 .007 .529 .000 .016 .000 

Note. a. Kruskal Wallis Test, b. Grouping Variable: Gender. 
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5. Conclusion 

The purpose of the present study is a comparative exploratory investigation into what extent first year university 
students and their teachers prefer bilingualism as a medium of instruction at both the high school and university 
levels in the Lebanese context. The study was motivated by what language(s) would be selected in the 
bi/multilingual profile in Lebanon if the stakeholders (students and their teachers) were given the choice. Three 
research questions guided the study. The findings indicate that students and teachers agree on a bilingual medium 
of instruction at both educational levels; English, however, is the favored medium. Arabic, the national language, 
is not favored by all respondents.  

The study does raise important issues for English medium universities in multilingual and multicultural countries 
such as Lebanon and which were also addressed in the literature.   

Certainly, the issue of a bilingual educational has its complexities, but as the literature shows, in spite of this, 
many universities abroad in addressing these have found it effective to teach in the home/minority language as 
well as a foreign language such as English or Spanish or French. Considerations have been for more effective 
student cognitive development (Bartolottie & Marian, 2012; Bhattacharjee, 2012; Baker & Wright, 2017; Dooly, 
2007; Vygotsky, 1979) and giving the opportunity for students with low English language proficiency to study in 
pre and university institutions (Marian & Shook, 2012) and in keeping the national/minority languages and thus 
their identity within their cultural mileu (Jin & Cortazzi 1997).   

Many universities worldwide have adopted a bilingual medium of instruction (Zakharia, 2017) with teachers 
from the same cultural background as that of their students for better understanding of how their students learn 
and awareness of any negative influencing factors from the home language. This is also the case in the Arab 
world where universities are implementing Arabic and English as a bilingual medium of instruction (Elhami’s 
2015).   

5.1 Implications  

These exploratory results have strong implications for English medium universities in Lebanon as students 
transition into higher education from high schools into the university (e.g., Jaumont, 2018) who may not have the 
required English proficiency to enter an EMI university nor the proficiency to follow their course of study once 
they enter. There is a concern, also, that students in Lebanon prefer English and/or French as a medium of 
instruction and look upon Arabic, the national language as ‘less’ prestigious (Orr & Annous, 2018). Students’ 
low preference to the use of Arabic in their education as evidenced in the present study leaves much for language 
policy makers to consider.  

The findings in the present study confirm the foregoing which raises much concern as to whether Arabic in 
education will ‘survive’ which has wide implications for the ‘survival’ of Lebanese people’s cultural norms and 
identity. Offering courses in English and/or French and/or Arabic in the universities in Lebanon would not only 
draw upon the linguistic background of the students and thus facilitate their learning but also strengthen the 
Lebanese identity and culture similar to those in some of the European, African, and Canadian models where the 
minority languages are included into the educational system and thus kept alive. The challenge in Lebanon after 
the Ministry of Education in 1994 made a second language mandatory for public schools is how to keep a 
balance in the curriculum between Arabic and the foreign languages and how EM university will address how 
best to draw upon the students’ bi/multilingual background.   

5.2 Limitations 

The results in the present study cannot be generalized as a wider student and teacher sample from more 
institutions in Lebanon need to be obtained to further explore these preferences. Also, the study needs to 
triangulate the data for reliability. It was not possible to interview the students or teachers at the time as the 
students fear a testing situation and teachers think that their own language proficiency is being evaluated.  
Furthermore, given the situation in the country at the time, it is difficult to have easy access to other universities 
let alone obtain permission to question the students and teachers. Another limitation is that the researcher carried 
out the study, wrote and piloted the questionnaire, and analyzed the data which might have biased the results. 
Future studies should be carried out by other teachers to maintain objectivity. Nevertheless, these exploratory 
findings do show that a bilingual education is to some extent preferred. 

5.3 Recommendations for Future Research  

It is recommended that future research in this area be carried out with a number of universities in Lebanon and a 
cohort of university students studying in the medium of English and a cohort in the medium of English and 
French to explore the difference, if any, in academic achievement and successes. Also, studies are needed as to 
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what model of bilingual education would best suit the Lebanese context, or contexts where a bilingual education 
is being considered as the African situation implies. Further studies could focus on gender differences and 
language learning strategies in the languages that students speak and achievement levels in the languages. The 
present study indicated that females prefer a bilingual education, while males showed less preference. In addition, 
there is a need for comparative studies between universities in Lebanon and abroad such as those in Africa, 
Canada and North America where content subjects are given in L1 in one class and the same subject given in L2 
in another. Interesting future studies would be comparing different bilingual systems of education with one 
language as a medium of instruction in different subjects which may raise awareness on the use of languages in 
learning. 

It is the contention of the author that having universities in Lebanon offer students the choice in which language 
medium to study is a great challenge for the growing number of English medium universities. In fact, in the 
global world in which we live, this may be an inevitable situation for these universities to address in the near 
future. Moreover, as the competition to enter institutions of higher education increases and the need for these 
institutions to remain competitive the choice of the medium of instruction becomes crucial. 

Given the results in this study and the experience of several universities worldwide, a bilingual education is one 
very relevant solution for pre/universities to consider. In this context, Marian and Shook (2012) highlight the rich 
experience we gain through knowing languages. Indeed, a bilingual education may be worthwhile considering as 
the mission in educating students for successful future careers increases on the international arena (Orr & 
Annous, 2018). 
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the Department of English and assistant dean of the School of Arts and Sciences. She has published 
internationally in EAP/EPP, academic writing, discourse analysis, bi/multilingualism, and EFL teaching/learning. 
Being Lebanese/Australian, she is also interested in contrastive analysis. She has presented at European and 
U.S.A. conferences and is a reviewer for international refereed journals. 

Note 2. This research is part of a larger study on bi/multilingualism approved by the university’s committee on 
human subjects where the study was done at the time. This paper is an adaptation of the presentation given at the 
British Association of Applied Linguistics (BAAL) International Conference in Edinburgh, Scotland 2013 with a 
travel grant sponsored by the university where the research was done.   

 
Appendix A 

Student Questionnaire 

Dear Student, 

This is research on what language(s) you prefer to study in at high school and university. It is voluntary and 
confidential. Please fill out to the best of your knowledge. Thank you. 

Major:    Gender: Female Male   Nationality(ies) 

Are you French or English educated? 

French  French & English  English 

Other (specify)                                                   

What is your native language(s)? 

Arabic  French  English  Armenian  Spanish 

Others: (please specify)   

Circle the number that best fits your answer 

1 = Never  2 = Rarely  3 = Sometimes  4 = Most of the time  5 = Always 

1 I like to study all my subjects only in English in high school 1 2 3 4 5 
2 I like to study all my subjects only in French in high school 1 2 3 4 5 
3 I like to study all my subjects in both English & French in high school 1 2 3 4 5 
4 I like to study all my subjects only in Arabic in high school 1 2 3 4 5 
5 I like to study all my subjects only in English in university 1 2 3 4 5 
6 I like to study all my subjects only in French in university 1 2 3 4 5 
7 I like to study all my subjects in both English & French in university 1 2 3 4 5 
8 I like to study all my subjects only in Arabic in university 1 2 3 4 5 

(Bacha, N.) 
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Appendix B 

Teacher Questionnaire 

Dear Colleague, 

This is research into your preferences towards a bilingual education for your students in high school and university.  
It is voluntary, anonymous and confidential. Please fill out the answers to the best of your knowledge. Thank you. 

Highest Degree obtained 

Years of teaching experience: 

Nationality(ies):                                                

Gender: Male Female 
What is your native language(s)? 

Arabic  French  English  Armenian  Spanish 

Others: (please specify)   

Circle the number that best fits your answer   

1 = Never  2 = Rarely  3 = Sometimes  4 = Most of the time  5 = Always 

1 I prefer students to be taught subjects only in English in high school 1 2 3 4 5 
2 I prefer students to be taught subjects only in French in high school 1 2 3 4 5 
3 I prefer students to be taught subjects in both English & French in high school school 1 2 3 4 5 
4 I prefer students to be taught subjects only in Arabic in high school 1 2 3 4 5 
5 I prefer students to be taught subjects only in English in university 1 2 3 4 5 
6 I prefer students to be taught subjects only in French in university 1 2 3 4 5 
2 I prefer students to be taught subjects in both English & French in university 1 2 3 4 5 
8 I prefer students to be taught subjects only in Arabic in university 1 2 3 4 5 

(Bacha, N.) 
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