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A B S T R A C T

Arabic is a diglossic language in which standard Arabic coexists with diverse spoken varieties, posing distinct 
challenges for language acquisition and instruction. Understanding how this context shapes bib_meiseles_1980 
educational outcomes is essential for improving Arabic language teaching and learning. Following PRISMA 
guidelines, we searched eight education and social science databases, and relevant grey literature (1970–2021), 
screening 927 Arabic and English records and including 101 studies. Descriptive review synthesis identified five 
recurring themes: Diglossic distance, achievement gap, prestige and attitudes, policy, and exposure to Standard 
Arabic, including parental engagement. Recommendations relevant for educators, policymakers, and researchers 
include curriculum strategies include integrating simplified standard Arabic in early childhood education, 
applying evidence-based methods in teacher training and professional development, and expanding home-based 
exposure to Standard Arabic through accessible, engaging resources. The findings highlight the need for research 
to develop and evaluate pedagogical approaches suited to diglossic contexts.

1. Introduction

Diglossia is a sociolinguistic phenomenon where spoken dialects 
coexist with a codified linguistic system used in formal communication 
and written literature (Ferguson, 1959). The Arabic language is often 
regarded as a classic example of diglossia (Holes, 2004). However, 
studies considered the linguistic situation in Arabic as a blurred line 
between a seemingly binary characterization, despite its range of posi
tions and varieties (Badawi, 1973; El-Hassan, 1977). Accordingly, a 
spectrum framework for conceptualizing language modeling and use in 
diglossia was proposed (Badawi, 1973; Blanc, 1960; El-Hassan, 1977; 
Meiseles, 1980). Nevertheless, most existing systematic reviews focus on 
second or foreign language learners of Arabic. As such, this descriptive 
review aims to examine studies involving native Arabic-speaking chil
dren focusing on the impact of diglossia on educational practices and 
instructional approaches. These pedagogical dimensions are essential to 
understanding how diglossia functions as a structural variable in Arabic 
teaching and learning for native speakers. This systematic descriptive 
review, to our knowledge, is the first review examining Arabic diglossia 
and pedagogy. It examines the Arabic and English literature from the 

last five decades (1970–2021) to ensure comprehensive coverage and 
understanding. The identified research gapes will help stakeholders, 
such as educators, curriculum developers, policymakers, and re
searchers, bridge disciplinary concerns in sociolinguistics, pedagogy, 
and language policy.

1.1. Literature review

1.1.1. State of Arabic literacy
For Arab children, formal education begins with the introduction of 

Modern Standard Arabic (MSA), which differs from the Spoken Arabic 
(SpA) they get exposed to before school entry (Khamis-Dakwar & Froud, 
2019; Taha Thomure et al., 2022). The Progress in International 
Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) reports consistently show that all 
participating Arab countries—including Bahrain, Egypt, Kuwait, 
Morocco, Oman, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the United Arab Emir
ates—scored below the international benchmark of 500 (Mullis 
et al., 2017, 2023; Patrinos et al., 2022, pp. 1–31) (See Fig. 1).
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1.1.2. Impact of diglossia on academic achievement and its perception
Several researchers argue that low academic achievement in Arab 

countries is a result of Arabic diglossia (Ayari, 1996; Maamouri, 
1998). Moreover, existing research on emergent literacy skills, 
including early reading and writing, suggests that their development 
may be significantly influenced by pedagogical factors, such as 
teaching strategies, curriculum quality, and teacher preparation 
and training (Taha Thomure et al., 2022). Furthermore, MSA is 
perceived by adults and communities as a sacred, prestigious variety, 
often associated with the language of the Qur’an (Haeri, 2003; Ham
zaoui, 2019). This elevated status can create psychological barriers, 
with learners fearing that imperfect use of MSA may be viewed as 
disrespectful or incorrect, contributing to feelings of linguistic in
adequacy and emotional distance, further burdening the literacy 
progress (Froud & Khamis-Dakwar, 2021; Hamzaoui, 2019; Khamis & 
Marzouqah, 2022; Khamis-Dakwar et al., 2022; Zughoul, 1980). How
ever, despite the foundational role of MSA in literacy development, 
research examining how Arabic diglossia impacts learning and teaching 
in Arabic, specifically systematic reviews, remains scarce (Ayari, 
1996; Gherwash, 2017; Maamouri, 1998; Saiegh-Haddad et al., 2011).

1.2. Objectives of the review

This systematic review examines how Arabic diglossia is addressed in 
teaching and learning among native-speaking students, synthesizing 
empirical and theoretical studies to map study types, contexts, and 
participant profiles; document instructional strategies and targeted 
skills; assess adaptations for diglossia in evaluation; and identify con
ceptualizations, challenges, and pedagogical recommendations. The 
review generates a thematic synthesis of diglossia’s role across instruc
tional, curricular, and assessment domains.

1.3. Stakeholders

This review informs educators and curriculum developers on 
instructional and assessment practices for addressing diglossia, supports 
policymakers in language planning, teacher preparation, and curricu
lum design, and provides researchers with an overview of literature gaps 
and future research directions.

2. Methods

This descriptive systematic review adhered to the Preferred Report
ing Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) State
ment (Page et al., 2021) and PRISMA-S search strategy (Rethlefsen et al., 
2021).

2.1. Search strategy and databases

A comprehensive literature search was conducted on August 31, 
2020. The research team discussed and refined the search terms, with an 
initial limited search conducted in PubMed to fine-tune the strategy. 
Keywords and subject headings were identified using a combination of 
terms from titles, abstracts, and Medical Subject Headings (MeSH) in 
PubMed. The final strategy was translated across all selected databases. 
The following databases were included: Linguistic and Language 
Behavior Abstracts (LLBA), Education Resources Information Center 
(ERIC), Academic Search Complete, Communication Abstracts, Educa
tion Source, ProQuest Dissertations, ProQuest Central, and Web of Sci
ence. Backward citation searching was conducted on included studies. 
Grey literature searching was performed in Google Scholar using vari
ations such as Arabic diglossia learning and Arabic “code switching” edu
cation; the first 5–10 pages of results were screened, excluding Google 
Books.

2.2. Search terms

Search terms included diglossia, Arabic dialects, language variety vs. 
standard Arabic, colloquial language, vernacular language, triglossia, 
Arabic education, pedagogical strategies, Diglossic distance, and related 
terms in Arabic education contexts. In details, for LLBA and ProQuest the 
search terms were: MAINSUBJECT (“Arabic”) AND (MAINSUBJECT 
(“Code Switching”) OR MAINSUBJECT (“Diglossia")) AND NOT (teach* 
OR instruct* OR learn* OR school* OR educat* OR classroom OR cur
ricul* OR pedagog* OR laborator* OR program*). For ERIC, the search 
terms were: arabic AND (digloss* OR “code switch*“) AND (teach* OR 
instruct* OR learn* OR school* OR educat* OR classroom OR curricul* 
OR pedagog* OR laborator* OR program*). For Academic Search 
Complete (EBSCO), the search terms were: arabic AND (digloss* OR 
“code switch*") AND (teach* OR instruct* OR learn* OR school* OR 
educat* OR classroom OR curricul* OR pedagog* OR laborator* OR 
program*). For Communication Abstracts (EBSCO), the search terms 
were: arabic AND (digloss* OR “code switch*") AND (teach* OR 
instruct* OR learn* OR school* OR educat* OR classroom OR curricul* 
OR pedagog* OR laborator* OR program*). For Education Sources 
(EBSCO), the search terms were: arabic AND (digloss* OR “code 
switch*") AND (teach* OR instruct* OR learn* OR school* OR educat* 
OR classroom OR curricul* OR pedagog* OR laborator* OR program*). 
For Dissertations and Theses Global (ProQuest), the search terms were: 
noft (arabic) AND noft (diglossia OR “code switch*") AND noft (teach* 
OR instruct* OR learn* OR school* OR educat* OR classroom OR cur
ricul* OR pedagog* OR laborator* OR program*). For ProQuest Central 
(ProQuest), the search terms were: noft (arabic) AND noft (digloss* OR 

Fig. 1. PIRLS 2021 and PIRLS 2016 results for selected Arab countries. The bar charts display average reading achievement scores across participating countries 
in 2021 (left) and 2016 (right), benchmarked against the international average (IEA).
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“code switch*") AND noft (teach* OR instruct* OR learn* OR school* OR 
educat* OR classroom OR curricul* OR pedagog* OR laborator* OR 
program*). For Web of Science (Clarivate), the search terms were: 
TOPIC: (arabic) AND TOPIC: (digloss* OR “code switch*") AND TOPIC: 
(teach* OR instruct* OR learn* OR school* OR educat* OR classroom 
OR curricul* OR pedagog* OR laborator* OR program*) with indexes: 
SCI-EXPANDED, SSCI, A&HCI, CPCI-S, CPCI-SSH, ESCI. For Google 
Scholar: A series of searches were run, with variations of arabic diglossia 
learning, arabic “code switching” education.

2.3. Inclusion and exclusion criteria

The decision to include studies from 1970 onward was based on the 
emergence of foundational scholarship that critically examined Arabic 
diglossia in educational settings, including early contrastive analyses of 
spoken and written varieties and the introduction of the diglossic con
tinuum model (Badawi, 1973). This period also marked a resurgence in 
Arabic language education efforts following independence movements 
in the Arab world, which were accompanied by the development of new 
teaching methodologies and pedagogical tools. The review includes 

literature published through 2021, reflecting the period during which 
the review was conducted.

2.4. Selection procedures

The literature search resulted in 927 studies. 416 records were du
plicates, leaving 511 records to be screened. 190 records were excluded 
through the title and abstract screening process. 321 records remained 
for retrieval. 42 records were not possible to retrieve. 279 records were 
assessed for full-text screening (Fig. 2). Two independent reviewers, 
both trained researchers with expertise in applied linguistics and Arabic 
language education, screened the titles, abstracts, and full-texts of 
studies. Disagreements were resolved through discussion and, when 
necessary, by a third reviewer. The reviewers worked in tandem to 
evaluate each study based on the presence of key terms such as 
“Diglossia,” “Arabic Dialects,” and “Language Variety” in relation to the 
Arabic educational environment. Articles that did not include a peda
gogical component, discussion, or provide directions for educational 
practice were excluded, even if they addressed issues of diglossia and 
Arabic dialects. As a result, 101 records were included.

Fig. 2. PRISMA flow diagram of the study selection process. A total of 927 records were identified through databases, search engines, and grey literature. After 
removal of 416 duplicates and screening of 511 records, 279 full texts were assessed for eligibility, with 101 studies included in the final review.
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2.5. Coding the data

A total of 101 articles progressed to the extraction phase, using a 
structured codebook in Microsoft Excel designed for both qualitative 
and quantitative analysis. A calibration exercise was conducted on a 
random sample of 20 articles to ensure consistency. The first three ar
ticles were coded collectively as an example. The second round of coding 
included two researchers who coded the same 20 articles. Then, 15 ar
ticles were assigned for each to be done separately. The third session of 
coding included two researchers, and the 15 articles were reviewed to 
reach an agreement on all entries. The agreement rate between the two 
researchers was 95 %. The two researchers then started coding all the 
remaining articles independently; disagreements were resolved with the 
help of a third reviewer. The codebook included variables formatted for 
statistical software (SPSS) to facilitate standardized data handling (e.g., 
coded categories for study design, participant characteristics, and lin
guistic variables) (See Supplementary Codebook).

2.6. Qualitative analysis

Once a paper was selected for review, reviewers were prompted to 
answer open-ended questions in the code book for the descriptive review 
and the core elements of methodology and pedagogy (See supplemen
tary document). The reviewers deducted themes in the studies that 
identified a clear connection between the points extracted for these 
different articles through two rounds of review and one extra round of 
double coding to ensure 100 % agreement on all codes.

2.7. Quantitative analysis

Due to the descriptive nature of the review no statistical analysis or 
comparisons were conducted. Closed-ended codes (with predefined 
categories) were used to generate frequency counts and percentages and 
results were tabulated (e.g., Tables 1 and 2). Variables pre-coded for 
SPSS enabled consistent statistical summarization across studies 
enabling, for example, the generation of the global distribution map of 
researcher affiliation (See supplementary materials for methods).

3. Results

One hundred and one studies focusing on Arabic diglossia and as
pects of teaching and learning were included in the final synthesis of the 
results. Thirteen studies employed cross-sectional designs, collecting 
data at a single point in time. In contrast, thirty-one studies used 
repeated measures or multi-point data collection. Seventeen studies 
implemented short-term instructional interventions, typically lasting 
from a single session to a few days. These included brief formats such as 
15- to 90-min individual sessions, one-off lessons, and two-week 

programs. By contrast, six studies adopted longer-term interventions 
spanning an academic year, and one extended across two full years.

3.1. Participants’ profiles

3.1.1. Participant profiles and educational setting
Out of the 101 studies reviewed, the majority (n = 81; 80.2 %) 

involved participants with typical developmental profiles. Only three 
studies (n = 3; 3.0 %) focused exclusively on individuals with atypical 
development. The remaining 17 studies (n = 17; 16.8 %) included mixed 
populations, did not specify participant developmental status, or did not 
report it at all. In terms of educational settings, most studies focused on 
learners in early education: Most studies targeted pre-kindergarten 
through elementary school (n = 43; 42.6 %). A smaller number 
focused solely on university students (n = 12; 11.9 %) or middle and 
high school students (n = 10; 9.9 %). Some studies included other 
educational participants such as teachers or adult learners (n = 12; 11.9 
%). Five studies (n = 5, 5.0 %) spanned multiple schooling stages from 
pre-K through high school, and two studies (n = 2, 2.0 %) included both 
student and teacher participants or extended across K–12 and higher 
education. Seventeen studies (n = 17, 16.8 %) did not clearly report 
participants’ educational level or involved individuals outside formal 
education systems. (See Table 1).

3.1.2. Regional patterns in the study of Arabic diglossia
Sixty-four studies were conducted by researchers affiliated with in

stitutions outside the Arab world (n = 64; 63.4 %), while thirty-seven 
were based inside the Arab world (n = 37; 37.7 %). For studies com
ing from the Arab world, the highest number was from Palestine (n =
10), Algeria (n = 9), and Lebanon (n = 6). On the other hand, countries 
outside the Arab world, Israel (n = 35), the United States of America (n 
= 18), and the United Kingdom (n = 5) accounted for most publications. 
(See Table 3, Fig. 3).

3.2. Themes deducted

We identified five major themes in the reviewed literature: Diglossic 
distance, achievement gap, prestige and attitudes, policy, and exposure 
to MSA, including parental engagement. (See Table 3 for an overview).

3.2.1. Diglossic distance between MSA & SpA as barriers for learning
Of 101 studies, forty-six (n = 46; 45.5 %) examined the effect of 

MSA–SpA Diglossic distance on teaching and learning (Tables 4 and 5). 
Within this subset, twenty-four (n = 24; 52.17 %) targeted pre- 

Table 1 
Inclusion and exclusion criteria for studies on Arabic diglossia and education.

Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria

Studies published or conducted between 
1970 and 2021

Studies written in languages other than 
English or Arabic

Studies addressing Arabic diglossia in 
relation to education, pedagogy, 
teaching methods, or learning 
processes

Opinion articles, blogs, or editorials

Peer-reviewed studies Studies that did not discuss diglossia in 
relation to teaching, learning, or 
pedagogy (including teaching methods, 
learning processes, or educational 
practices)

Studies published in English or Arabic Studies focusing on non-native Arabic 
speakers

Studies focusing on native speakers of 
Arabic

​

Table 2 
Distribution of participant profiles and educational settings across included 
studies (N = 101).

Participants Profiles Total (N =
101)

Percentage (100 
%)

With Typical Development 81 80.2 %
With Atypical Development 3 2.9 %
Others (combination, missing, unspecified & 

unreported)
17 16.8 %

Type of Educational Setting Total (N¼
101)

Percentage 
(100 %)

Pre-K to Elementary only 43 42.5 %
Middle and High School only 10 9.9 %
University Students only 12 11.8 %
Others in an educational setting (including 

teachers)
12 11.8 %

Across School Ages (Pre-K, elementary, middle 
and high school)

5 4.9 %

Pre-K to Elementary Students and Teachers 1 0.9 %
Across all ages (K-12 & university level 

participants)
1 0.9 %

Others (missing, unspecified, unreported, 
outside formal education)

17 16.8 %
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K–elementary; thirty-one (n = 31; 67.39 %) covered pre-K–high school 
overall; two (n = 2; 4.34 %) focused exclusively on middle–high school; 
and six (n = 6; 13.04 %) examined adult learners in higher education; 
none included teachers. Domains studied were phonological (n = 16; 
34.78 %), lexical (n = 5; 10.87 %), morphosyntax (n = 2; 4.34 %), 
cognition (n = 1; 2.17 %), and broader diglossic competence (n = 3; 
6.52 %). Findings consistently indicated disadvantages for MSA in early 
literacy: children recognized MSA phonemes less accurately than SpA 
(Saiegh-Haddad, 2003a; Saiegh-Haddad et al., 2011); first-graders 
struggled with phonological representations despite mastering the 
alphabetic principle (Asadi, 2019); and lexical distance modulated 
phonological awareness as a function of stimulus presentation (Asadi & 
Ibrahim, 2014).

3.2.2. Low academic achievement: diglossia & pedagogy
Among the 101 studies, nineteen (n = 19; 18.8 %) explicitly exam

ined Arab students’ low academic achievement in relation to sociolin
guistic factors (e.g., diglossia) or pedagogical practices (Table 6). Within 
this subset, ten studies (n = 10; 52.6 %) targeted pre-K–elementary 
learners, four (n = 4; 21.1 %) focused on middle–high school, two (n =
2; 10.5 %) spanned childhood to adulthood, and two (n = 2; 10.5 %) 
recruited non-student participants (teachers/program directors). 
Developmental profiles were typically reported as typical (n = 14; 73.7 
%), with fewer studies including atypical profiles (n = 3; 15.8 %); one 
study did not report profile. School type was reported in ten studies 
(public 7, private 1, mixed public–private 1, college 1); five were un
specified, and the remaining four involved non-student or non-school 
contexts. Content focused on classroom practices (e.g., phonetics, 
literature-based interventions, emergent literacy, screening, decoding) 
and on linguistic/cognitive domains (reading fluency, pseudoword 
reading, comprehension, academic vocabulary, phonological and 
morphological awareness, visual perception, syntactic knowledge, 
diglossic knowledge), with phonological, lexical, and morphological 
domains predominating (Asadi, Khateb, & Shany, 2017; Makhoul, 
2017b; Schiff & Saiegh-Haddad, 2017). Illustratively, MSA 
story-listening improved kindergarten comprehension and active 

Fig. 3. World heat map showing the global research landscape and distribution of researchers (N = 101) based on institutional affiliation percentages. Countries are 
color-coded from light yellow (lowest representation, 0.9 %) to dark red (highest representation, 35.6 %). Countries not represented in the dataset are shown in 
light grey.

Table 3 
Distribution of academic affiliation of researchers conducting the studies 
included in the review.

Institutional Affiliation of Researchers Total (N = 101) Percentage (100 %)

Inside the Arab world N = 37 36.6 %
Palestine 10 9.9 %
Algeria 9 8.9 %
Lebanon 6 5.9 %
Saudi Arabia 5 4.9 %
Jordan 3 2.9 %
UAE 2 1.9 %
Oman 1 0.9 %
Egypt 1 0.9 %
Kuwait 1 0.9 %
Outside the Arab world N = 64 63.4 %
Israel 36 35.6 %
USA 18 17.8 %
UK 5 4.9 %
Canada 1 0.9 %
New Zealand 1 0.9 %
Austria 1 0.9 %
Malaysia 1 0.9 %
Ghana 1 0.9 %

Table 4 
Summary of the five key themes identified across the included studies (N = 101).

Theme 
No.

Theme Name No. of 
Studies

Related Table for 
detailed references

1 Diglossic distance 46 Table 4
2 Achievement gap 19 Table 5
3 Perception and attitude 15 Table 6
4 Policy 19 Table 7
5 Exposure to MSA, including 

parental engagement
21 Table 8
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language use (Feitelson et al., 1993), and some cohorts reported positive 
attitudes toward both MSA and SpA (El-Dash & Tucker, 1975; Ham
zaoui, 2017).

3.2.3. Perception and attitude
Among the 101 studies, twenty-one (n = 21; 20.8 %) examined 

perception and attitudes towards SpA and MSA (Table 7). Makhoul et al. 
(2015) found that second- and third-grade Palestinian students 
conceptualized MSA and SpA as distinct systems, though cross-variety 
similarities may support MSA acquisition in elementary grades. Schiff 
and Saiegh-Haddad (2018) reported that while basic SpA–MSA differ
ences narrow by the end of primary school, gaps in morphological 
awareness and reading persist; SpA morphological awareness predicted 
MSA reading fluency. Samples included adult university students (n = 4; 
19.1 %), middle–high school students (n = 2; 9.5 %), and non-student 
participants such as teachers (n = 5; 23.8 %); only seven (n = 7; 33.3 
%) explicitly reported grade level. Across contexts, MSA was consis
tently framed as the appropriate, high-prestige variety for school
ing—often linked to its religious status as the language of the Qur’an (e. 
g., Al Masri & Abou Hassan, 2014; Awadi, 2017; Mahmoud, 2002)—and 
several studies documented resistance to using SpA for instruction (e.g., 
Al-Kahtany, 1997; Boussalhi, 1991). Other work reported a positive 
attitude toward both varieties (El-Dash & Tucker, 1975; Hamzaoui, 
2017). Participants frequently expressed reverence for MSA despite 
finding it more difficult (Makhoul et al., 2015), while SpA was linked to 
local identity and everyday use (Demachkie & Oweini, 2011).

3.2.4. Policy
Of the 101 studies, twenty (n = 20; 19.8 %) addressed Arabic lan

guage policy and planning (Table 8). Most advocated for early MSA 
exposure and reducing the SpA–MSA gap. Tibi et al. (2013) recom
mended campaigns promoting early MSA use; Husein (2017) called for 
curriculum changes to limit SpA influence. Hebbali (2017) highlighted 
the role of Qur’anic schools in MSA acquisition, while Al-Haq (1985)
urged stronger ties between language academies and schools. Awadi 
(2017) and Husein (2017) supported formal policies institutionalizing 
MSA across Arab states. Among the twenty studies related to policy, 25 
% were set in private schools, 20 % in public schools, 10 % in univer
sities, and 5 % across multiple settings; the rest did not report educa
tional context. Nearly all participants had typical developmental 
profiles.

Table 5 
References of studies discussing diglossic distance as a barrier to academic 
success.

Ref. Year Authors

1 2020 E. Saiegh-Haddad, A. Shahbari-Kassem & R. Schiff
19 2017 Anonymized
30 2014 M. Leikin, R. Ibrahim, & H. Eghbaria
37 2014 S. M. K. Jamjoom
42 2012 L. K. Farran, G. E. Bingham & M. W. Matthews
48 2011 R. Ibrahim
59 2008 I. Levin, E. Saiegh-Haddad, N. Hende & M. Ziv
62 2007 E. Saiegh-Haddad
69 2005 E. Saiegh-Haddad
73 2004 E. Saiegh-Haddad
80 2003b E. Saiegh-Haddad
83 2003 N. Boussofara-Omar
99 1999 N. Boussofara-Omar
180 2019 I. A. Asadi
215 2016 E. Saiegh-Haddad & R. Schiff
216 2010 R. Zuzovsky
219 2014 I. A. Asadi & R. Ibrahim
288 2014 M. Nevat, A. Khateb, & A. Prior
324 2011 E. Saiegh-Haddad, I. Levin, N. Hende, & M. Ziv
390 2015 H. Brosh & L. Attili
401 2014 Z. Najjar & A. Jarjoura
402 2015 M. Damanhouri
407 2014 M. Al-Azraqi
451 2014 S. N. Ali
452 2014 H. Al Musawi
454 2014 R. K. A. M. Soliman
463 2012 C. M. Faust
468 2009 A. Rochdi
482 1995 D. W. Wilmsen
513 2020 A. Abou-Ghazaleh, A. Khateb & M. Nevat
574 2010 R. Zuzovsky
593 2020 B. Makhoul & T. Copti-Mshael
617 2018 R. Schiff & E. Saiegh-Haddad
633 2017 E. Saeigh-Haddad & O. Ghawi-Dakwar
681 1986 S. Alrabaa
689 2005 R. Khamis Dakwar
711 2019 Anonymized
714 2014 Z. Eviatar & R. Ibrahim
716 2014 E. Saiegh-Haddad & B. Spolsky
717 2014 L. Laks & R. A. Berman
718 2014 J. Rosenhouse
727 2015 B. Makhoul, T. Copti-Mshael, & R. Khamis Dakwar
731 2007 R. Khamis-Dakwar & K. Froud
733 2020 W. Darwesh
734 2014 M. Hashimee, & D. M. Saad
741 2021 C. Hamzaoui

Table 6 
References of studies discussing achievement gap and diglossia.

Ref. Year Authors

216 2010 R. Zuzovsky
270 2013 S. Boudelaa, & W. D. Marslen-Wilson
2 2020 A. Oueini, G. M. Awada, & F. S. Kaissi
20 2017 R. Schiff & E. Saiegh-Haddad
24 2015 M. A. Al-Sobh, A.-R. H. Abu-Melhim, & N. A. Bani-Hani
96 2000 S. Abu-Rabia
162 2017 S. Hassunah Arafat, O. Korat, D. Aram, & E. Saiegh-Haddad
178 2017 I. A. Asadi, A. Khateb, R. Ibrahim, & H. Taha
539 2017 B. Makhoul
256 2017 I. A. Asadi, A. Khateb, & M. Shany
593 2020 B. Makhoul, & T. Copti-Mshael
621 2018 Y. Poyas, & B. Bawardi
656 2015 B. Makhoul
681 1986 S. Alrabaa
692 2013 I. Al-Huri
705 2018 A. Asli-Badarneh, & M. Leikin
19 2017 Anonymized
717 2014 L. Laks & R. A. Berman
719 2014 R. Khamis-Dakwar, & B. Makhoul

Table 7 
References of studies discussing perception and attitudes.

Ref. Year Authors

502 1985 A. Elgibali
132 1993 D. Feitelson, Z. Goldstein, J. Iraqi, & D. L. Share
168 2017 G. Gherwash
176 2014 S. Uziel-Karl, F. Kanaan, R. Yifat, I. Meir, N. Abugov, & D Ravid
500 1985 F. M. Al-Abed Al-Haq
505 1980 M. S. Mahmoud
736 2014 B. Y. A. T. Naous
739 2002 I. K. Mahmoud
740 2021 C. Hamzaoui
699 2017 C. Hamzaoui
84 2003 I. Thonhauser
95 2001 I. Thonhauser
111 1997 A. H. Al-Kahtany
320 1975 L. El-Dash, & G. R. Tucker
341 2019 C. Hamzaoui
420 2011 M. O. Demachkie, & A. Oweini
488 1991 A. Boussalhi
644 2016 R. Al-Mahrooqi, C.J. Denman & T. Sultana
692 2013 I. Al-Huri
727 2015 B. Makhoul, T. Copti-Mshael, & R. Khamis Dakwar
735 2014 A. Al Masri, A. Abu Hassan
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3.2.5. Exposure to MSA and parental engagement
Of the 101 studies included, twenty (n = 20; 19.8 %) examined the 

relationship between diglossia, early MSA exposure, and parental 
engagement (Table 9). Among these, most focused on pre-K to 
elementary levels (n = 13; 65 %), with fewer addressing middle–high 
school (n = 3; 15 %), teachers (n = 2; 10 %), or adults (n = 1; 5 %). Poyas 
and Bawardi (2018) found that Palestinian teachers attributed reading 
difficulties to behavioral issues, lack of preparation, and the complexity 
of Arabic; socioeconomic status (SES)-based disparities in vocabulary 
were also noted. Hassunah Arafat et al. (2017) reported that age and SES 
affected literacy outcomes, even with formal instruction and use of 
pointed Arabic. Three studies emphasized parental roles through sto
rytelling, rhymes, Qur’anic recitation, and home interactions. In 
Algeria, limited MSA exposure was linked to poor academic outcomes 
(Hamzaoui, 2017; Hebbali, 2017). Makhoul (2017a) found that meta
linguistic awareness improved by grade three. Alwasel (2017) reported 
that minimal pre-school MSA exposure and dominant SpA use at home 
hindered literacy readiness in Saudi first graders.

4. Discussion

This descriptive systematic review synthesized evidence on teaching 
and learning practices, pedagogical recommendations, and educational 
programs for native Arabic-speaking learners in diglossic contexts in the 
last five decades to ensure comprehensive historical coverage from past 
to present. A total of 101 studies met the inclusion criteria from diverse 
sources and disciplines: 64 were empirical and used quantitative 
methods, 9 employed mixed methods, and 4 were systematic reviews. 
The remaining 21 described educational programs or instructional 
components implemented within diglossic teaching frameworks. The 
descriptive synthesis of the review uncovered trends in the literature 
that are relevant for educators, policymakers, and researchers opening 
door for future potential studies.

4.1. Implications of diglossia on teaching and learning

The descriptive review uncovered a trend toward better performance 
outcomes in SpA, with the largest advantages observed in memory, 
phonological awareness, and early reading (e.g., Oueini, 2020; 
Saiegh-Haddad, 2003, 2004, 2007, 2014; Saiegh-Haddad & Schiff, 
2016) with exploratory effect size analysis showing weak to moderate 
effect size (see Supplementary for methods and results). However, these 
findings are correlational and do not establish a causal link. In contrast, 
advantages for MSA tend to emerge when exposure or instruction is 
emphasized, or when grammatical knowledge is the target, consistent 
with learning-dependent gains in the less familiar variety (Abu-Rabia, 
2000; Benmamoun and Albirini, 2018; Feitelson et al., 1993; Kha
mis-Dakwar et al., 2012).

4.2. Diglossia and developmental focus

In terms of developmental focus, most studies reviewed included 
children with typical development in pre-K to elementary settings. On 
the other hand, most studies on adult learners were conducted in uni
versity or college contexts, often involving participants with specific 
academic profiles. However, regardless of age, many studies observed 
that the difficulty learners have with MSA diminishes with increased 
proficiency, a finding with key pedagogical implications (Abu-Rabia, 
2000; Alwasel, 2017; Farran et al., 2012; Gherwash, 2017; Hamzaoui, 
2017; Hebbali, 2017; Leikin et al., 2014; Makhoul, 2017a; Nevat et al., 
2014).

4.3. Role of MSA exposure

This descriptive review showed that referencing SpA in instructional 
contexts may ease MSA acquisition and improve learner motivation 
(Levin et al., 2008; Taha, 2017). Furthermore, students’ fluency in 
navigating between SpA and MSA is closely tied to their exposure levels 
and overall language proficiency (Abu-Rabia, 2000; Heckman, 2011; 
Saiegh-Haddad, 2003a; Saiegh-Haddad et al., 2011; Taha & Taha, 2020; 
Weigel et al., 2006). These findings advocate for expanded public edu
cation programs aimed at enhancing early Arabic literacy and address
ing diglossia through family, school, and community-based approaches 
(Gregory et al., 2021; Taha Thomure et al., 2022; Tsimprea-Maluch 
et al., 2021).

4.4. Regional patterns and coloniality shaping research production

Many included studies were authored by researchers whose institu
tional affiliations are outside the Arab world, namely Israel, United 
Kingdom, and the United States of America. This finding aligns with 
previous studies showing that Western bias in sociolinguistic research is 
a well-documented phenomenon often linked to colonial legacies, with 
Arabic sociolinguistics increasingly contributing to broader decoloni
zation efforts (Smakman et al., 2025). This concentration of studies in 

Table 8 
References of studies deducted in the category of policy and diglossia in relation 
to teaching and learning.

Ref. Year Authors

31 2014 H. Asaad, & Z. Eviatar
65 2007 R. Khamis-Dakwar
39 2013 S. Tibi, R. M. Joshi & L. McLeod
56 2009 R. Cote
99 1999 N. Boussofara-Omar
169 2009 V. A. Khachan
176 2014 S. Uziel-Karl, F. Kanaan, R. Yifat, I. Meir, N. Abugov, & D. Ravid
207 2017 A. A. Hussein
212 2012 O. F. Darwiche & A. Oweini
470 2009 Abdulrahman. Al- Mohd. M. A.
500 1985 F. M. Al- Abed Al-Haq
625 2018 R. Abbas, V. Vaknin-nusbaum, A. Neuman, G. Mongillo, D. Feola & 

R. Goldberg Kaplan
685 2011 F. H. Amer, B. A. Adaileh, & B. A. Rakhieh
701 2017 F. Z. Hebbali
711 2020 Anonymized
736 2014 B. Y. A. T. Naous
737 2013 Z. Dendane
738 2021 M. A. Orabi
739 2002 I. K. Mahmoud
741 2017 S. Awadi

Table 9 
References of studies discussing exposure to MSA & parental involvement.

Ref. Year Authors

31 2014 H. Asaad, & Z. Eviatar
65 2007 R. Khamis-Dakwar
13 2018 E. Benmamoun & A. Albirini
46 2012 R. Khamis-Dakwar, K. Froud, & P. Gordon
132 1993 D. Feitelson, Z. Goldstein, J. Iraqi, & D. L. Share
162 2017 S. Hassumah Arafat, O. Korat, D. Aram, & E. Saiegh-Haddad
168 2017 G. Gherwash
212 2012 O. F. Darwiche & A. Oweini
247 2007 J. M. Hamdan & M. M. Amayreh
407 2014 M. Al-Azraqi
438 2017 T. A. Alwasel
539 2017 B. Makhoul
600 2019 T. Amin & D. Badreddine
625 2018 R. Abbas, V. Vaknin-nusbaum, A. Neuman, G. Mongillo, D. Feola & 

R. Goldberg Kaplan
658 2015 H. Brosh
699 2017 C. Hamzaoui
701 2017 F. Z. Hebbali
711 2019 Anonymized
716 2014 E. Saiegh-Haddad & B. Spolsky
741 2017 S. Awadi
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institutes outside the Arab world, warrants further exploration to 
disentangle the ambiguous interplay of intrinsic linguistic factors and 
external sociopolitical influences. In contrast, studies led by researchers 
affiliated with institutions inside the Arab world were more often 
associated with settings facing constraints on research capacity, 
including fragile and conflict-affected contexts, and came from 
lower-middle economies as per the World Bank’s FY2025 classi
fications—for example, Lebanon and Palestine (West Bank & Gaza) 
(World Bank Blogs, 2025). This may reflect the heightened sociolin
guistic salience of diglossia in these contexts, where language plays a 
prominent role in education, identity, and post-colonial discourse, 
rather than a direct measure of research capacity or output relative to 
wealthier Arab states.

4.5. Limitations

The current descriptive review has several limitations. First, no 
standardized quality assessment tool or formal risk of bias assessment 
was applied, which limits the ability to evaluate the strength and in
ternal validity of the included studies. Second, the overrepresentation of 
research affiliated with academic institutions outside the Arab world 
may constrain the cultural transferability of findings and introduce po
tential epistemological bias. Third, many studies offered limited 
contextual information about participants and school settings, which 
restricts meaningful comparison or application across different educa
tional contexts. Fourth, while we included Arabic and English studies 
screening 927 studies, from selected databases including high quality 
grey literature from (1970–2021), publications in other relevant lan
guages (such as French, particularly important for North African con
texts), recent publications in last 4 years, more inclusive grey literature 
search, unpublished research, were not included and thus may limit the 
scope of representation.

4.6. Future research

Future research on Arabic diglossia should prioritize longitudinal 
designs to better capture its cumulative educational impact across 
developmental stages. Moreover, future studies need to implement 
standardized and transparent research methodologies. Studies must 
move beyond early education to include middle school, secondary, and 
adult populations, with more representative sampling across socioeco
nomic and linguistic backgrounds. Cross-dialectal research controlling 
for variables like dialect distance, prestige, and exposure is essential for 
broader generalizability. Additionally, learners with language-related 
disabilities—such as developmental language disorders or learning dif
ficulties—remain significantly underrepresented and should be a focus 
for inclusive pedagogical and clinical research.

5. Conclusions

This descriptive review addressed a gap in Arabic diglossia research, 
showing that existing studies tend to focus on early literacy skills, such 
as word decoding and phonological awareness in young learners, rather 
than on teaching or education. Several pedagogical challenges were 
identified such as a persistent association between low academic 
achievement and diglossia among native Arabic-speaking children, 
insufficient early exposure to MSA, instructional methods that inade
quately address the diglossic divide, and attitudinal barriers from 
teachers, learners, and parents toward MSA, shaping instructional 
choices and learner engagement. To address the challenges, we recom
mend addressing diglossia’s effects on MSA vocabulary acquisition, 
integrating simplified MSA in early childhood instruction, using 
evidence-based methods in teacher education and professional devel
opment, and expanding home-based exposure to MSA through acces
sible and engaging resources. This review is limited by language 
restrictions and the scope of databases searched, which may have 

excluded relevant studies published in less accessible outlets or lan
guages. These constraints should be considered when interpreting the 
findings and conclusions.
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