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Abstract:
The purpose of this study was to investigate the role of
acculturation in assisting Saudi scholars abroad to learn and
acquire English and the target culture in some English
native-speakers’ countries. It was an introspective study
because the instruments asked the informants to recall and
respond to the questions of the Acculturation Questionnaire
and the in-depth semi-structured interviews. This research
used a mixed methods research methodology to collect both
quantitative and qualitative data for the present study.
Therefore, the study sought to identify the factors that
affected Saudi scholars’ acculturation in western universities
and the cultural dimensions (cognitive, affective or behavioral)
that are instrumental for English language learning abroad.
It also sought to recognize the features of the intercultural
communication competence that enhance acculturation to the
target language abroad with regard to English education.
Finally, it sought to identify the role of gender and specialty
in influencing acculturation in the sample of the study.
Twenty-six participants were involved in the questionnaire
study, of whom three cases were purposefully selected
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to participate in the interviews for the case studies. Results
showed that sociocultural challenges, cognitive and affective
aspects of acculturation, intercultural communication and
culture-behavioral aspects were the most influential factors
that affect acculturation. Qualitative results also support
these results, under-estimating the role of language skills in
acculturation. Recommendations and suggestions for further
research were forwarded at the end.
Keywords: acculturation; Saudi scholars; western
universities; mixed-methods research.
* This paper was funded by the deanship of Academic
Research, King Khalid University as part of a research group
project No 250.
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استكشــاف دور التثاقــف لــدى المبتعثيــن الســعوديين
بالخــارج :دراســة اســتبطانية*
أ.د .حمد شبيب الدوسري
د .محمد أمين مخيمر

امللخص:
كان اهلــدف مــن هــذه الدراســة هــو استكشــاف دور التثاقــف يف مســاعدة
الباحثــن الســعوديني يف اخلــارج علــى تعلــم اللغــة اإلجنليزيــة واالســتفادة منهــا ومــا
يرتبــط هبــا مــن الثقافــات املســتهدفة يف بعــض البلــدان الناطقــة ابللغــة اإلجنليزيــة.
فهــذه دراســة اســتبطانية؛ ألن األدوات طلبــت مــن املفحوصــن أن يتذكــروا مث
جييبـوا علــى أســئلة اســتبيان التثاقــف واملقابــات املتعمقــة شــبه املقننــة .كمــا اســتخدم
الباحثــان منهجيــة تثليــث البيــاانت جلمــع كل مــن البيــاانت الكميــة والنوعيــة ألغـراض
الدراســة احلاليــة .لذلــك ســعت الدراســة إىل التعــرف علــى العوامــل الــي أثــرت يف
مثاقفــة املبتعثــن الســعوديني يف اجلامعــات الغربيــة واألبعــاد الثقافيــة (املعرفيــة أو
الوجدانيــة أو الســلوكية) الــي تســاعدهم يف تعلــم اللغــة اإلجنليزيــة يف اخلــارج .كمــا
ســعت إىل التعــرف علــى ميـزات الكفــاءة التواصليــة بــن الثقافــات الــي تعــزز التثاقــف
للغــة املســتهدفة ابلتعلــم يف اخلــارج فيمــا يتعلــق بتعلــم ابللغــة اإلجنليزيــة .وأخ ـراً،
ســعت الدراســة إىل حتديــد دور اجلنــس والتخصــص يف التأثــر علــى التثاقــف يف
عينــة الدراســة .وقــد شــارك ســتة وعشــرون مفحوصـاً يف الدراســة االســتقصائية ،ومت
اختيــار ثــاث حــاالت عــن قصــد للمشــاركة يف املقابــات اخلاصــة بدراســات احلالــة.
وأظهــرت النتائــج أن التحــدايت االجتماعيــة والثقافيــة واجلوانــب املعرفيــة والوجدانيــة
للتثاقــف والتواصــل بــن الثقافــات واجلوانــب الثقافيــة والســلوكية هــي أكثــر العوامــل
املؤثــرة الــي تؤثــر يف التثاقــف .كمــا تدعــم النتائــج النوعيــة هــذه النتائــج  ،ممــا يقلــل مــن
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دور املهــارات اللغويــة يف التثاقــف .كمــا انتهــت الدراســة بوضــع توصيــات واقرتاحــات
ملزيــد مــن البحــوث املســتقبلية يف ختــام البحــث.
الكلمــات املفتاحيــة :التثاقــف؛ املبتعثــون الســعوديون؛ اجلامعــات الغربيــة؛
منهجيــة تثليــث البيــاانت يف البحــث.
* هــذا البحــث متَّ متويلــه مــن قِبَــل عمــادة البحــث العلمــي جبامعــة امللــك خالــد
ضمــن مشــروع اجملموعــات البحثــي برقــم .٢٥٠
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Introduction
The relationship between language and culture is innate,
inseparable and integrative. Second/foreign language acquisition or learning is a process of acculturation to the second
or foreign culture (Alsahafi & Shin, 2017; Lytra, 2011). The
target language learners, especially those sent abroad on
scholarships for the study of the target language and/or
a specific discipline of knowledge, will naturally seek to
acquire the language as a minority exposed to the dominating
culture of the majority who speak the target language (Lytra,
2011). Typically, when foreign language learners are exposed
to this dominating culture, it is more probably, hypothetically
speaking, that they will acquire the target language more easily
and swiftly (Andrade, 2006; Bar, 2017; Karolak and Guta,
2015; Myles & Cheng, 2003).
In addition, in foreign language teaching settings in non-native countries and in acquisition settings in native-speakers’
natural environments, linguistic competence incorporates an
implicit, yet equally significant portion of the acquisition of
cultural awareness skills, knowledge of self and others both
in interpersonal and inter-societal interactions (Kim, 2016).
Available research explains how acculturation builds up
to the development of language learning (Aguilar, 2010;
Balboni & Caon, 2014; Becerra, 2015; Gonzalez & Pounds,
2018; Lopez & Bui, 2014; Mingsheng, 2016; Shao & Crook,
Volume No 22 (Muharram 1440 Ah October. 2018)
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2015; Simona, 2016; Zhang, 2015). Briefly speaking at this
phase, one can infer that acculturation to the target language
culture involves some level of intercultural communication
competence - a process that, in turn, involves linguistic
competence and extra-linguistic competence, including the
mental representations of language and its pertinent culture
and their implementation in the social context, governed by
the ‘grammars’ of socio-cultural competence (Balboni &
Caon, 2014).

The Problem of the Study:
Currently, it is not uncommon to see people from different
countries and cultures living, working or studying in other
countries, especially easterners in the West (Byram, 1997).
For example, Saudi Arabia sends millions of students to
foreign countries, most commonly countries whose native
tongue is English, to study or obtain expertise in different
fields, academic, medical, military and others.
However, there are very few studies conducted in the Saudi
environment to assess and/or develop how acculturation to
English as a foreign language occurs (Wu & Alrabah, 2014).
This study will tap into the role acculturation by introspecting
the role of intercultural communication competence in outland
Saudi scholars living in Britain in their English language
learning compared to other MA and Ph.D. students of English
studying for their higher studies in homeland Saudi universities.
16
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The study will also tap into the perceptions of both samples
of populations as to how acculturation enhances intercultural
communication and linguistic competence in Saudi scholars
inland and outland.

Research questions:
The main research question underlying this tentative
study is:
What is the role of native and host cultures in English
education and acculturation of Saudi scholars abroad?
Sub-questions:
1- What are the factors that affect Saudi scholars’ acculturation
in western universities?
2- What are the cultural dimensions (cognitive, affective or
behavioral) that are instrumental for English language learning
abroad?
3- What are the features of the intercultural communication
competence that enhance acculturation to the target language
abroad with regard to English education?
4- How do gender and specialty affect acculturation in the
sample of the study?

Volume No 22 (Muharram 1440 Ah October. 2018)
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Methodology and Data collection:
Method
This study employed a mixed methods design that involved
quantitative and qualitative data collection instruments and
analysis techniques to explore the sociocultural, linguistic
and communicative challenges, experiences and transitions
of Saudi scholars sent out on scholarships to study in Western
universities. This design was also used to collect data from indepth interviews to investigate the socio-cultural encounters
of three Saudi scholars to identify the cultural dimensions
(cognitive, affective or behavioral) that are instrumental for
English language learning abroad, the features of the intercultural communication competence that enhance acculturation
to the target language abroad.
Participants
Twenty-six participants in this study were Saudi ex-scholars
involved in graduate programs in western universities. The
sample recruited for this study was identified by convenience
through a snowballing strategy. Participants were selected if
they fulfilled these three criteria: (a) had traveled on a scholarship to study in a western university during the last decade,
(b) had lived in a western society for at least three years, and
(c) were proficient in English (having checked their most
recent IELTS/TOEFL scores).
18
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Instruments:
The Acculturation Questionnaire
This inventory was based on a rigorous review of pertinent
literature on acculturation and intercultural communication
theory. The questionnaire comprises 15 items taping culture-related dimensions in five life domains of acculturation
and communication: socio-cultural challenges, language
skills, intercultural communication, cognitive and affective
aspects and cultural and behavioral aspects. Each item was
rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 5 (strongly agree). The questionnaire had a good internal
consistency with the alpha coefficients of 0.957. Alpha
Cronbach values for the five dimensions of the questionnaire
were 0.883 for Sociocultural challenges, 0.799 for language
skills, 0.763 for intercultural communication, 0.763 for
cognitive and affective aspects, and 0.800 for cultural and
behavioral aspects. The overall alpha Cronbach value for the
questionnaire has been confirmed at 0.957, meaning that the
scale used in this research is reliable since all values indicate
a reliability co-efficient of above 0.70, which is really
acceptable level of reliability.
In-depth Interviews
The researcher explored the participant’ experiences by
using semi-structured in-depth interviews. The interview
questions reflect this research sub-questions.
Volume No 22 (Muharram 1440 Ah October. 2018)
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Literature Review:
The Growing Theory of Acculturation
Acculturation is the process that an individual must pass
through to adapt to a different culture. For this to happen,
there must be changes in both social and psychological
behavior (Schumann, 1978). Terminologically, acculturation
cannot be totally attributed to foreign language learning
because acculturation can occur without existing in the target
country (Schalley, 2015). However, some of the features of
acculturation can be seen to be relevant to foreign language
learning. Acculturation requires international students to adjust
their social and psychological behaviors to become more
integrated with the target culture (Shafaei, 2016). In this way,
the distance that separates the learner from the target culture
is a measure through which to evaluate acculturation (Hou,
Neff & Kim, 2017).
The theory of acculturation could offer plausible explications for the individual differences in foreign language
learning as it could also explain the intervening variables
that influence the process of acquisition in second language
settings with proposed models that highlight acculturation
factors (Balakrishnan, 2017; Hou, et al., 2017; Mak, 2015;
Schumann, 1978). Nevertheless, from the psychological
perspective, motivation can be considered as an elemental
factor (Cabo, et al., 2017; Dörnyei & Chan, 2013; Ramãrez,
et al., 2013; Williams, 2017).
20
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However, there are obstacles to acculturation when the
social or psychological distance is large, thereby inducing
the learner to fail to progress after the early stages and the
language will remain simplified or pidginized (Schaefer & Simon, 2017; Schotte, et al., 2018). Consequently, the
language of the learner will be fossilized because of lack of
communication with the target language group. Therefore,
nativization of the new language in the target culture significantly involves a greater amount of assimilation linguistically
and culturally. Learners need to make linguistic and cultural
inputs correspond to the internal view of what constitutes the
second language system, while the non-profiling of the target
language or de-nativization represents the next stage when
the learner modifies this early language to external inputs in a
series of stages (Ramãrez, et al., 2017; Williams, 2017).
Integration of NNES Scholars
Recently, there has been a growing research on the integration of non-native English speaking (NNES) scholars sent
to Western countries. For instance, Leonard, Wayne, Wheeler,
Valadez, Guillen & Vila (2002) suggested that linguists often
tend to attribute NNES students with features that contrast
with supposed attributes of ‘modern Western society’ without
any real knowledge or experience of the other culture.
In addition, prior research also revealed that NNES scholars
are more often likely to experience many problems in their
accommodation to the requirements of their higher studies
Volume No 22 (Muharram 1440 Ah October. 2018)
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in Western universities. In this vein, Myles & Cheng (2003)
diagnosed the main challenge that these scholars encounter
as being “to become acculturated into a new academic and
cultural community” (p. 247). NNES scholars’ problems are
ascribed to their inability to adapt to the new target cultures
or to reformulate their identities due to socio-cultural factors.
Myles & Cheng (2003, p. 248) summarized these factors in
language barriers, personal challenges, such as finances and
family support, psycho-social challenges, such as making
new friends, isolation, loss of social status, and understanding
the rules of specific social situations and academic challenges.
For example, researchers suggested that there is a link between
scholars’ social interaction with the host culture and their
social adjustment (Bedford, 2017).
After a few years abroad, international scholars tend to
get involved in social contact with native speakers in the target
culture to the advantage of their socio-psychological adjustment and identification with the new cultural environment
(Clément, et al., 1994; Noels et al., 2000). This tendency is
supported by the NNES scholars’ desire to integrate in the
new society where they can socially contact with their native
counterparts (Singh & Han 2010). However, intercultural
communication competences differ from one country to another
and from one culture to another, thereby causing pragmatic
miscommunications, no matter how much vocabulary and
grammar the students master (McMeniman and Evans, 1997;
Myles & Cheng, 2003).
22
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According to researchers, sociocultural theory of language
learning and acculturation/pidgnization theory consider
language learners as active participants in a real language
communication situation who engage in real-life language
learning strategy use that facilitates direct communication
with indigenous cultural groups (Baralt, et al., 2016; Burnette,
et al., 2013; Donato and MacCormick, 1994; Fernández-Dobao,
2016; Moranski, 2016; Sato, 2017). In ESL contexts, where
scholars are sent to Western countries for learning at higher
institutions, language for communication is inexorably related
to acculturation and identity formation through reformulation
processes that takes time (Cabo, et al., 2017).
Affective factors are also important for acculturation to
take place inasmuch as cognitive factors are. Prior research
demonstrated that motivational factors play a significant role
in acculturation since motivation is an important factor in the
social-cultural and personal identification profiles of international students in western societies (Clément, Dörnyei, &
Noels, 1994; Dörnyei & Chan, 2013). Motivation for learning
a second language makes scholars more interested in identifying
with the socio-cultural and personal context of the learning
environment (Dörnyei & Chan, 2013), now that this motivation-influenced context drives scholars abroad to accommodate
themselves to the multicultural environment (Dörnyei and
Csizér, 2005).

Volume No 22 (Muharram 1440 Ah October. 2018)
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Results:
Results from the questionnaire study
Participants consisted of % 53.8 (n=14) males and 46.2
% (n=12) females. The majority of the sample were males
(53.8%); for age, 38.5% were below 30 years old and 61.5 %
were aged above 30 years old. Slightly below half of the sample
(46.1 %) were specialized in Language and Literature, 23.1%
w were specialized in Sciences, 19.2 % were specialized in
Humanities and Social sciences, and finally 11.5 % were
specialized in medical sciences.
Table 1: Distribution of the sample by gender and age
Gender

Frequency Percent

Age

Frequency Percent

Male

14

%53.8

Under 30

10

%38.5

Female

12

%46.2

Above 30

16

%61.5

Total

26

%100.0

Total

26

%100.0

Table 2: Distribution of the sample by Specialty

24

Specialty

Frequency

Percent

Language and Literature

12

%46.2

Sciences

6

%23.1

Medical sciences

3

%11.5

Humanities and Social sciences

5

%19.2

Total

26

%100.0
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The descriptive statistics for the key variables in the study
are presented below. The means and standard deviations
associated with each scale that were used to measure the role of
native and host cultures in English education and acculturation
of Saudi scholars abroad are shown in Tables 3, 4, 5, 6 and 7
respectively.
Table 3: One-Sample Statistics Mean Values of Sociocultural challenges for the first dimension
Socio-cultural challenges
dimension
1. Given my Arab and
Muslim backdrop, I have
to work harder to improve
the stereotypes about Muslim Arabs.
2. I feel the pressure that
what I do or say will be
seen as representative of
my ethnicity, race, language and religion.
3. On campus, I feel that
my first language and prior education constitutes a
limitation on studying in
English in a western university.
Overall mean

Mean

Std.
Deviation

4.62

.496

92% 16.602

0.000

4.00

1.200

80% 4.249

0.000

4.00

1.200

80% 4.249

0.000

4.21

0.97

84% 23.324

000

%

t
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Table 3 shows the means, standard deviations, and t-value
of the variables used in this study. The overall mean (Mean =
4.21, SD = 0.97) for the Socio-cultural challenges dimension
was reasonably high. The respondents reported moderately
high levels of Socio-cultural challenges. The highest mean
was for the statement (Given my Arab and Muslim backdrop,
I have to work harder to improve the stereotypes about Muslim
Arabs) (Mean = 4.62, SD =.496).
Table 4: One-Sample Statistics Mean Values of Language
skills for second Dimension
Intercultural
Std.
Sig.
Mean
%
t
(2-tailed)
communication
Deviation
4. It is harder for me to
perform well in my studies
1.46
.761 29% -10.314 0.000
because of my proficiency
level in English.
5. I sometimes feel misunderstood or limited in daily
situations/ communication
with others in the target
4.38
.752 88% 9.383
0.000
country because of my
incompetent intercultural
communication skills.
6. I feel bothered by
speaking English with an
accent.

4.62

.496

92% 16.602

0.000

Overall mean

3.49

0.67

70% 30.909

000

26
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Table 4 shows the means, standard deviations, and t-value
of the variables used in this study. The overall mean (Mean
= 3.49, SD = 0.67) for Language skills dimension was
reasonably high. The respondents reported moderately
medium levels of Language skills. The highest mean was for
the statement (I feel bothered by speaking English with an
accent) (Mean = 4.62, SD =.496).
Table 5: One-Sample Statistics Mean Values of Intercultural
communication for third Dimension
Intercultural
communication

Mean

Std.
Deviation

%

t

Sig.
(2-tailed)

7. I have had disagreements with other Saudis
(e.g., friends or family) 1.96
for liking Western customs
or traditions.

1.216

39% -4.355

.000

8. I have had 3ments
with westerners for liking
and practicing Saudi or 3.88
Islamic customs, traditions
or rites.

1.243

78% 3.628

.001

9. I feel that my particular
practices (Saudi or Western)
4.46
have caused conflict in
my relationships.

.508

89% 14.659

.000

0.99

69% 20.550

000

Overall mean

3.44
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Table 5 shows the means, standard deviations, and t-value
of the variables used in this study. The overall mean (Mean =
3.49, SD = 0.67) for the Intercultural communication dimension
was reasonably high. The respondents reported moderately
medium levels of Intercultural communication. The highest
mean was for the statement (I feel that my particular practices
(Saudi or Western) have caused conflict in my relationships)
(Mean = 4.46, SD =.508).
Table 6: One-Sample Statistics Mean Values of Cognitive
and affective aspects for fourth Dimension
Cognitive and affective
aspects

Mean

Std.
Deviation

%

t

Sig.
(2-tailed)

10. I learned a lot about
who I am through inter4.69
actions with others abroad
during my studies.

.471

94% 18.333

.000

11. I could develop mature
cultural self-awareness
by communicating with 4.08
others who are different
from my culture.

1.230

82% 4.463

.000

12. Learning the target
language is a good way
to learn about its culture,
4.54
especially when you live in
that target culture and feel
empathy with its people.

.508

91% 15.430

.000

0.74

89% 33.67

000

Overall mean
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Table 6 shows the means, standard deviations, and t-value
of the variables used in this study. The overall mean (Mean
= 4.44, SD = 0.74) for the cognitive and affective aspects
dimension was reasonably high. The respondents reported
moderately high levels of cognitive and affective aspects.
The highest mean was for the statement (I learned a lot about
who I am through interactions with others abroad during my
studies) (Mean = 4.69, SD =.471).
Table 7: One-Sample Statistics Mean Values of Cultural
and behavioral for the Fifth Dimension
Cognitive and affective
aspects
13. I feel that people very
often interpret my behavior
based on their stereotypes
of what Saudis are like.
14. When I am in a place
or room where I am the
only Saudi person, I often
feel different or isolated;
my communicative skills
fail me.
15. When communicating with someone of a
different gender, race,
or nationality, I often
wonder what I should or
should not do or say.
Overall mean

Mean

Std.
Deviation

4.54

.508

91% 15.430

.000

2.00

1.200

40% -4.249

.000

4.54

.508

91% 15.430

.000

3.69

0.74

74% 27.98

000

%

t
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Table 7 shows the means, standard deviations, and t-value
of the variables used in this study. The overall mean (Mean
= 3.69, SD = 0.74) for the cultural and behavioral dimension
was reasonably high. The respondents reported moderately
medium levels of cultural and behavioral. The highest mean
was equally shared by the statements (I feel that people very
often interpret my behavior based on their stereotypes of what
Saudis are like) and (When communicating with someone of
a different gender, race, or nationality, I often wonder what
I should or should not do or say.) (Mean = 4.54, SD =.508).
To explore the role of native and host cultures in English
education and acculturation of Saudi scholars abroad and to
identify the factors that affect Saudi scholars’ acculturation
in western universities, factor analysis, using Principal Components Extraction and Varimax Rotation, was performed on
the correlation of 15 items in total. See Table 17 for factor
loadings and descriptions of the four components. Table 8
below sums up the results:
Table 8
Rotated Component Matrix - The Acculturation Factors
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Rotated Component Matrixa
Items
On campus, I feel that my first language and
prior education constitutes a limitation on
studying in English in a western university.

1

Component
2
3

4

.936

I feel the pressure that what I do or say will be
.936
seen as representative of my ethnicity, race,
language and religion.
I have had disagreements with westerners for
liking and practicing Saudi or Islamic customs, .932
traditions or rites.
I could develop mature cultural self-awareness
.917
by communicating with others who are
different from my culture.
When I am in a place or room where I am the
only Saudi person, I often feel different or
isolated; my communicative skills fail me.

-.913

I have had disagreements with other Saudis
(e.g., friends or family) for liking Western
customs or traditions.

-.908

I sometimes feel misunderstood or limited in
daily situations/communication with others in
the target country because of my incompetent
intercultural communication skills.

-.948

I feel that people very often interpret my
behavior based on their stereotypes of what
Saudis are like.

.899
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Rotated Component Matrixa
Items

1

Learning the target language is a good
way to learn about its culture, especially
when you live in that target culture
and feel empathy with its people.
I feel that my particular practices
(Saudi or Western) have caused conflict
in my relationships.
Given my Arab and Muslim backdrop,
I have to work harder to improve the
stereotypes about Muslim Arabs.
When communicating with someone of
a different gender, race, or nationality, I
often wonder what I should or shouldn’t
do or say.
I learned a lot about who I am through
interactions with others abroad during
my studies.

Component
2
3

4

.768

.887

-.878

.848

-.696

I feel bothered by speaking English
with an accent.

.674

It is harder for me to perform well in
my studies because of my proficiency
level in English.

.585

Total
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5.456

2.841

2.431

2.177

% of Variance

36.372 18.938 16.208 14.515

Cumulative %

36.372 55.310 71.517 86.032
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The first factor of acculturation consists of six items,
whose coefficients varied between -0.913 and 0.936; these
items describe the variables concerning the effect on Saudi
scholars’ acculturation in western universities. This factor
explains 36.37% of the total variance. It comprises items
from the socio-cultural challenges in the first dimension
and cognitive and affective aspects in the fifth dimension and
items from the Intercultural communication dimension.
The second factor delineated a cluster of three items,
whose coefficients varied between -0.948 and 0.899. These
items derived from the Language skills dimension, the
cultural and behavioral aspects dimension, and the cognitive
and affective aspects dimension, accounting for 18.9 % of
the total variance. The third factor delineated a cluster of two
items, whose coefficients varied between -0.878 and 0.887,
and were derived from the Intercultural communication
dimension, and the Socio-cultural challenges dimension, thus
accounting for 16.20% of the total variance. The fourth factor
delineated a cluster of four items, whose coefficients varied
between -0.696 and 0.848, deriving from the cultural and
behavioral aspects dimension, the cognitive and affective
aspects dimension, and Language skills dimension, eventually
accounting for 14.5% of the total variance.
To check gender and specialty effect on acculturation,
linear regression analysis was conducted. Table 9 below
summarizes the results of the linear regression analysis, which
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indicates that the model is highly significant (p < 0.01).
Table 9: Regression of affect acculturation in the sample
of the study
Model

Unstandardized
Coefficients

Standardized
Coefficients

t

Sig.

33.992

.000

B

Std.
Error

56.081

1.650

Sex

.498

1.228

.094

.405

.689

Specialty

.471

.528

.207

.893

.381

(Constant)

R2

Beta

267a

Table (9) above shows that there are no significantly
statistical differences (α≤0.05) between the variables of Sex
and Specialty towards acculturation in the sample of the
study. There were no effects attributable to sex, as the (t) value
is (.405) and the level of significance is (0..689), nor were
there any differences attributable to Specialty as the (t) value
is(.893) and the level of significance is(0.381).

Results from Interviews:
The researchers conducted interviews with three participants
to explore the socio-cultural, linguistic, cognitive, affective
and social aspects of their acculturation to the target country
culture and their learning experiences, social life in the new
communities. The socio-cultural lives of the cases studied
here varied depending on a variety of internal and external
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factors, including their language proficiency, the socio-cultural
challenges, intercultural communication, cognitive, affective
and behavioral aspects, their social background in their
homeland, and whether they adapted well or not in their new
social worlds. The three participants were married, living
with their spouses and children during their studies. One of
them was married to an American. These three scholars stated
that they had a better chance for socializing with other
families from different cultures, and they were more likely to
meet other families in their educational settings and in their
local communities. The participants were purposely involved
in friendships with native-speakers in the target countries in
order to improve their language experiences and become
better acquainted with the culture. They reported that they
were keener on partaking with social events and meeting new
people. The three cases lived independently or in shared houses
with other families from the target culture. Thus, they had
also a good chance socializing with the host native-speaking
families. They all had received much of affective and cultural
support from these families, as they reported, but they still
had access to other ethnic groups of native-speaking social
networks at the university when they felt more comfortable
spending their leisure time with these outsider students. The
three cases below were kept anonymous at their request.
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Case 1: Mrs. F in England
Mrs. F was sent to Burmingham University on a scholarship
to study TESOL. Her academic history tells of distinguished,
hard-working person of an intelligent, subtle and resourceful
person. The interviews reflected how the British culture
influenced her identity, self-image and the sociocultural
challenges she has survived during her stay in Birmingham,
England.
Although she had received solid English language preparation
in Saudi Arabia, she realized she had not sufficiently learned
English in a functional way that would foster sociocultural
communication skills she needed in a native English-speaking
community. Initially, she had to practice thinking and
communicating in English in a culturally responsive fashion.
Despite the difficulties she met, she was motivated to become
involved in class discussions and put questions to teachers
and native speakers on campus. Within this English-speaking
environment, she was motivated to find her listening and
speaking as well as her cultural communicative competences
both improved. Being an EFL learner helped her create a new
learning understanding of the language and culture and
develop a new point of view about her own personality.
She attributed her acculturation to her personality traits and
her ego-identification dynamics. She realized there were always
difficulties; however, she believed that an open-minded and
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flexible attitude towards native-speakers in her surroundings
would help her adapt well to the new situation. For her, academic
success was easier than adjusting culturally and socially to
the new environment. It took her some time to be able to present,
discuss, or even debate in front of her class in English, and to
express her ideas and comments in academic settings, given
that she was a veiled, somewhat reserved woman.
In Birmingham, her life was very tense then, but she handled
the sociocultural challenges quite well. She averted any
sensitive discussions about religion, extramarital sex, and
politics. However, most of her satisfaction came from learning
the language and learning more about her specialty. When
asked about the impediments to acculturation in the new society.
Language and cultural adjustment were little problems for
Mrs. F. When she was asked about the cultural dimensions
(cognitive, affective or behavioral) that are instrumental for
English language learning abroad, she said:
Students who go to study abroad need to have an open
mind and the spirit to accept others and judge them not by
our measures as Muslim Arabs, but as human beings who
are different from us ethnically, culturally, linguistically and
spiritually.... We also need to reform the stereotypical pictures
that westerners have about Saudis abroad.... But it is better
to study the do’s and don’ts in the English culture to avoid
blunders.
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Mrs. F said her life in cosmopolitan university was both
a pleasure and a demerit. The pleasure was that because she
was in a native-speaker, perfect academic community, the
encouragement and help she received from teachers was
considerable, a fact she deeply appreciated. The downside
was that there were also plenty of conflicts within this small
community and a conflict between her morals and Islamic
traditions and the western traditions. She struggled with
that, too. She said:
The factors that were stressing for me culturally in the
new environment was my hijab, my race and my ethnicity....
Some teachers and peers perceived that the hijab and the abaya
(traditional women dress) were a symbol of conservativeness
and an impediment to full participation in daily activities. …
Thus, communication between men and women was related
to the conservative cultural attitudes in Saudi Arabia.
Mrs. F is ready for the challenges that might face her, and
she is preparing to devote her future life to TEFL development
in Saudi Arabia, both the language and the culture of its
native-speakers as he experienced it in England.
Case 2: Dr. A in Australia
Dr. A worked as a language instructor in a southwestern
Saudi university for five years. When he was 23 years of
age, he spent two years in England for his master’s degree
in linguistics. Then, he returned to his university and taught
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English for a while. At the age of 26, he decided to leave
and pursue his doctorate degree in an Australian university.
Asked about the factors that affected him as a Saudi scholar
in Australia, he said:
The proficiency level in English and the competence to
understand and interpret the exotic culture of Australia was a
big challenge for the newcomers.... There were also negative
comments by some peers, even from my own culture, that
criticized our home practices and traditions. For me, my prior
experiences in England with individuals from different
cultures helped me have smooth adjustment experiences.
Dr. A indicated that the English language proficiency level
was a source of difficulty for some low-proficiency learners,
especially in specializations other than language such as the
sciences. He indicated that the more open to the western
culture a Saudi scholar is, the more achieving and successful
he is in academia. He suggested that good language and
communication abilities helped the more successful peers to
adapt to the western culture and the culture of the academic
and social communities around. This also helped them make
best use of the available academic resources. This also helped
them to work collaboratively with peers from different
nationalities. He said,
I preferred to work cooperatively with other students
from different nationalities. Mixing with others, males and
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females, could help me better adjust to the culture. I could
support this openness to the target culture by attending the
cultural and social celebrations held by peers, professors and
other neighbors in my surroundings there.
Dr. A noted that other Saudi scholars who avoided socializing in the target culture were having difficulty in accepting
new ideas or thinking in creative ways. These were the most
resistant to change. They also tended to avoid the western
lifestyles, given their restrictive social norms they brought
with them from the home environment.
Case 3: Ms. B in the United States
Ms. B came from a rural background and was appointed a
teaching assistant in her university. She was sent on a scholarship
to study applied linguistics in a Midwestern university in the
United States. She was willing to adopt the mores and values
of the host culture. Although she came from a rural backdrop,
he could easily adapt to the values of the target culture, which
she found more fitting in her case; she said, “I didn’t want to
give explanations to others why I was dressed and I behaved
the was I used to do in the new surroundings. I like this lifestyle
anyway”.
For communication, Ms. B indicated that her good
proficiency in English and her knowledge about the American
culture was partly acquired from viewing American movies
and episodes. She could even pick up the accent fluently as
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a native-like speaker of American English. She also believed
that mixing with others even males was good for acculturation.
She said,
In academic settings, I preferred to cooperate with male
peers from American and western nationalities. Mixing with the
other gender could help not only improve my communicative
competences but also helped me to adjust to the culture quite
easily.
She believed that assimilation of the new culture occurred
by integrating the values of the home culture with the values of
the host culture by more engagement with the host community.
For the social challenges, she indicated that nostalgia sometimes
attacked her, suggesting that homesickness and loneliness
were the only social challenges.
Differences between studies in the United States and in
Saudi Arabia was for Ms. B a matter not only of academic
nature but was also of a cultural perspective in terms of
classroom activities. Students need to focus more on practical
activities including oral presentations more than theoretical
orientations. This made her sometimes tense because at the
beginning, she was not much welcomed by peers from other
nationalities and she had to defend her discussions especially
when she had to discuss an ethnographic issue.
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Discussion
The quantitative and qualitative data indicated that the
scholars who participated in the questionnaire and interview
studies placed more emphasis on mastering the English
language as a means of communication and assimilation of
the target culture. Language skills not only fostered their cultural
communication skills but was also a construction tool of their
new cultural identities in western universities. Prior research
consistently indicated that language proficiency or lack thereof
can negatively affect adaptation and adjustment processes in
the target language country (e.g., Bedford, 2017).
Results showed that sociocultural challenges were the most
influential factors that affected the scholars’ acculturation,
especially their adaptation to the new sociocultural milieu
against the stereotypes of their Muslim Arab background. For
linguistic and communicative skills, speaking English with
an accent was also a challenge that the scholars in the study
perceived to be a challenge against smooth acculturation.
They also perceived that interactions with others in the target
culture country helped them considerably to learn about their
identities in a way that induced better acculturation modes.
For the culturo-behavioral aspects of acculturation, the
respondents indicated that in situations where they were at a
loss doing or saying the appropriate response, they felt such
situations were the most impeding and challenging to
acculturation.
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Concerning cultural factors, the findings revealed that
respondents did not have a high level of difficulty with
language more than they did with other cultural factors; the
greater level of difficulty was experienced with the social
factors, compared to the academic factors. In this respect,
Gonzalez (2004) stated that international students may be able
to speak English correctly from a syntactic and grammatical
perspective, but they may not have the language fluency to
be “thinking cognitively, affectively, and socially.” Therefore,
non-native students may have difficulty adapting to the academic
and social needs of western cultures. Academic success is viewed
as their primary goal, even though cultural adjustment and
language adaptation might present difficulties in their sojourn
overseas.
A linear regression analysis was conducted to investigate
the effect of gender and specialty on acculturation. Results
showed that these two variables did not have any effect of
size on the acculturation of the informants in this study.
The qualitative data also indicated that scholars with
previous acculturation experience, prior learning experiences
in western societies and familiarity with western mores were
more accustomed to the lifestyles and cultural values of the
west. Additionally, scholars with vicarious preparation about
the target culture made easier for some scholars to accept
the norms of the target culture and get assimilated easier and
quicker.
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Scholars in the interviews experienced some aspects of
cultural stress especially in their initial years. This included
the difficulties of making friends with people from other
cultures due to cultural, religious or social barriers and
activities, but they could overcome these difficulties after a
while. This observation has been reported in similar research
(Abdel Razek, 2012; Yue, 2012). Some researchers indicated
that Saudi students were less participatory in sociocultural
activities in western universities because of religious habits
that prohibit certain social events like gender mixing or
dietary habits like eating pork or drinking alcohol.
The study revealed that when scholars had positive attitudes
towards the target culture and country as well as when they
have strong motivations for learning abroad, they are likely
to assimilate the target culture easier and quicker. Researchers
of Second Language Acquisition theories have pointed out
that different affective variables such as a learner’s motivation
or personality will determine successful language learning.
The learners’ attitudes about the target language community,
including people, culture, and their coursework decide how
non-native speaking graduate students perform. Both
informants also believed that using a communicative language
learning approach will likely decrease any cultural sock they
may experience when these learners will be given similar
chances of learning abroad.
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Coming to Western cultural environments, the case study
participants experienced different degrees of cultural change,
which they were somehow prepared to accept. Qualitative
data indicated that traveling to Western universities and even
vicarious experiences with the target culture before pursuing
doctoral studies served as a scaffold for acculturation and
adjustment to the new culture environment.

Limitations
Given the small size of the sample both for quantitative
and qualitative data collection, this study is limited in some
aspects. The small sample size makes the findings short of
generalizability as well as it may limit the linear regression
analysis in terms of predicting the role of sex and specialization
vis-a-vis acculturation.

Conclusions, Recommendations and Future
Research
The findings from this study go in congruence with several
other findings from previous research. The validated questionnaire findings contribute to research on acculturation of Arab
scholars in different western universities. These findings will
open up new horizons as to how to facilitate the educational
environments for Muslim Arab scholars abroad in a way that
would help them combat the sociocultural, cognitive, communicative and behavioral inhibitors to smooth acculturation in
the target cultures.
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Future research is recommended to be conducted on larger,
more representative participants from a broader span of Arab
Gulf universities’ scholars of both genders sent abroad for
pursuing higher studies in different fields. It is also recommended that prospective research may be undertaken using
a variety of mixed methods measures to ensure convergent
validity of the instruments and to improve the research validity
in different contexts.
As the participants suggested that traditions in the home
culture such as attire, food and beverage, and rituals could be
impediments to smooth acculturation as emphasized in some
qualitative data, investigating such factors warrants further
research.
Prospective research also needs to investigate and define
the sociocultural, cognitive, affective and behavioral factors
that affect the success of scholars sent abroad for pursuing
their higher studies. This needs to be done against a global
comparison between Muslim Arabs versus Asians, males
versus females and across the different disciplines of
knowledge, which scholars pursue abroad. In addition, future
research needs to study the impact of global issues such as
terrorism, the rise of Islamist fundamentalism, veiled women
human rights, etc. on the cultural and behavioral aspects of
scholars abroad.
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