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Abstract

Due to a globalizing world context and contemporary trends in society, today’s parents are more interested in having their
children acquire English language skills as early as possible. In Oman, the movement to offer early childhood education in two
languages—English and Arabic—has been accelerating. Through the efforts of Sultan Qaboos University, a model Child Care
Center (CCC) was established on campus to pioneer bilingual education in the early years of life. This type of educational
program also has the potential to impact young children’s development and acquisition of their primary language. In addition,
bilingual children’s language usage outside the school in daily communications is another significant topic for study. However,
there has been little solid research on this topic. Hence, this research study aimed to assess and evaluate English and primary
language proficiency levels of young children enrolled at CCC and their language usage in communications outside the school
environment. Implications are discussed and recommendations are made for teachers, parents, policy makers, researchers,
and other stakeholders.
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1. Introduction

A member of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), The Sultanate of Oman is a developing Arab country located in the
southern part of the Arabian Peninsula with a population of 2,773,479, 1,957,336 of whom are Omani and 816,143,
expatriates (National Center for Statistics and Information, 2010). Oman’s main revenues come from oil and natural gas.
Before 1970, only three formal schools existed in the whole country; today there are 1,052 public schools enrolling
563,236 students (Oman Cultural Office, n.d.). Once His Majesty, Sultan Qaboos bin Said, came into the power in 1970,
he initiated an Education Renaissance that has led to great efforts to improve the education standards in the country. Yet
while education costs total 24% of total government expenditures (UNICEF, 2008), several education variables, including
preschool enrollment rate (8.25%; UNICEF, 2008), are not at the desired levels. Significant attempts are being made to
increase this enrollment rate. For example, the Omani government recently began to establish kindergarten classes
attached to public elementary schools in order to include this period of education in the public system. This application is
in its pilot phase.

Today's globalized world context and contemporary trends in almost all fields in society demand that individuals
learn a foreign language, particularly English. English as a foreign language provides learners with open access to many
domains of life, from education to technology, from culture to business, and so on. Since it is seen as an instrument that
serves many purposes, English has received political, economic, and legislative support in Oman and has been central to
the country’s national development (Al-issa, 2006) since it is widely used in business, education, and the media (Al-
busaidi, 1995). Based on that fact, the Omani government adopted English as the official foreign language and allocated
a budget and resources to its application in education (Al-issa & Al-bulushi, 2012). In line with that notion, Omani parents
have become more aware of the importance of learning English and hence more interested in having their children
acquire English language skills as early as possible in order to connect to the world. They perceive English as a dominant
foreign language locally and globally. This phenomenon has been rapidly absorbed by both public and private sectors
and caused an accelerating movement to offer education in two languages: English and Arabic. Early childhood
education in Oman has also been influenced by this bilingual education trend. However, the Omani public education
system does not cover the early childhood period, comprehensively. While they are supervised by the Ministry of Social
Development and Ministry of Education, bilingual early childhood education is managed by private institutions in Oman.

Amidst the debate about whether young children should receive education in a bilingual program or not, Sultan
Qaboos University (SQU), the National University of the Sultanate of Oman, took the initiative and established in 2007 an
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on-campus Child Care Center (CCC) as a model to pioneer bilingual education in the early years of life. Principles and
standards followed in this program are from the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC).
Potentially, this type of educational program can have an impact on young children’s development, specifically their
language development in both Arabic, as language 1 (L1), and English, as language 2 (L2), as expected by all
stakeholders. However, there has been little to no scientific research on the outcomes of such a bilingual program, and
particularly on its basic motive, which is to influence young children’s development of both languages. Hence, this
research study aimed to investigate English and primary language proficiency levels of young children who are enrolled
at CCC.

Further, young children, as interactive (Vygotsky, 1978) social agents functioning in society (Bronfenbrenner,
1979), are expected to accommodate and assimilate the knowledge and skills they have learned at school (Piaget, 1959)
and transfer them to their daily lives. In this case, children in a bilingual education program are supposed to employ their
newly acquired language knowledge and skills while connecting with the world outside the school, as well as when
communicating with others. Although school, language, and community are interrelated with respect to language
development and especially, bilingual education (Hornberger, 1988), there is no research evidence, particularly in the
Omani context, on the employment and usage of English outside the school environment. This present study provides an
in-depth look at whether young children enrolled in this program extend their English knowledge to non-educational
contexts while communicating with the world surrounding them. The aims of this research were to: (1) investigate the
language proficiencies of Omani young children currently enrolled at CCC, and (2) understand their L1 and L2 practice
outside school in different contexts.

2. Literature Review

Researchers agree that early childhood is a critical period for language learning and development (e.g., Andersson, 1974;
Nikolov, 2009), not only in L1 but also in L2 (Boyson, Semmer, Thompson, & Rosenbusch, 2013), even in a situation of
minimal exposure to L2 (Larson-Hall, 2008) since the basic process of language acquisition such as first words or first
use of grammar (Bialystok, Craik, Green, & Gollan, 2009) does not differ whether one or two languages are being
acquired (Werker, 2012). It has been suggested that L2 education begin early in life since young children find it easier to
pick up a new language (Nikolov 2009) than do adults. Exposure to a second language affects brain activity to language
stimuli (Hidaka et al., 2012); young children have a wealth of placticity in their procedural memory (Paradis & Kirova,
2014), sensory-motor experience-visual, and audial tactile. The resulting language learning potential to engage in
bilingual education offers a significant opportunity to take full advantage of this situation (Andersson, 1974). Bilingual
children claim to have separate linguistic systems for L1 and L2 (Du, 2010). Bilaystok (2009) said that young bilingual
minds resembled an intriguing set of puzzles and argued that bilingual language acquisition would be efficient, effortless,
and successful in the early stages of life compared to monolingual education. The idea for early bilingual education also
has been supported by teachers (Habeeb, 2013; Pardington, 2007), parents (Al-jardani, 2012; Sturke, 2003), and
government bodies (Al-issa, 2006; Lacina, Levine, & Patience, 2010).

Current research studies support the belief that bilingualism in the early years should not be a source of concern
for L1 acquisition (Bae, 2007). In this regard, the interaction and comparison between L1 and L2 have also been
documented by researchers (e.g., Kan, 2014; Nikolov & Csapo, 2010). For example, a case study conducted by
Dastgahian and Rostami (2013) showed that early bilingualism did not cause any delay in language acquisition process.
Although it is accepted that L1 knowledge is usually stronger than L2 among preschoolers (Sevinc & Onkol, 2009;
Unsworth, 2013), especially in vocabulary (Klassert, Gagarina, & Kauschke, 2014) since, for example, some image
representations are more strongly connected to L1 than L2 (Jared, Poh, & Paivio, 2013), similarity has been found in
rates and types of language processes such as phonology (Lin & Johnson, 2010) and ability to repair conversational
breakdowns (Comeau, Genesee, & Mendelson, 2010). It also has been shown that bilingual children have the opportunity
to assimilate new L2 sounds by matching them with familiar sounds in their L1, supporting the propositions of the
Perceptual Assimilation Model (Ho, 2009). It can be claimed that stronger knowledge of L1 helps better acquisition of L2
(Yeung & Chan, 2012). Hence, these research studies have shown that it is more efficient to implement a bilingual early
childhood education program rather than a program solely conducted in L1 or L2 as bilingualism does not interfere with
the language development of bilinguals (Comeau et al., 2010).

Besides, current research studies (e.g., Lopez & Tashakkori, 2004) have revealed numerous benefits of
bilingualism and early bilingual education experience in many aspects of children’s development, including academic,
cognitive, social, behavioral, and even physical. To be more specific, positive effects of early bilingual education on
children's development have been documented in their literacy skills such as reading, writing and spelling (Lopez &
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Tashakkori, 2004; Sun, Zhou, & Zhu, 2013), English (Francis, Lesaux, & August, 2006), math skills (Bialystok et al., 2009;
Marian, Shook, & Schroeder, 2013), metalinguistic competence (Lengyel, 2012) and awareness (Barac & Bialystok,
2011; Reder, Marec-Breton, Gombert, & Demont, 2013), focusing (Poulin-Dubois, Blaye, Coutya, & Bialystok, 2011),
remembering (Bialystok et al., 2009) , planning (Paradis, Geneese, & Crago, 2011), ability to make decisions (Bialystok et
al., 2009), problem-solving skills, speed of attention processing, inverse processing efficiency, independence of possible
speed-accuracy trade-offs, network of executive control for conflict resolution (Yang, Yang, & Lust, 2011), attention,
control, working memory, abstract and symbolic representation skills (Adesope, Lavin, Thompson, & Underleider, 2010),
flexibility and complexity of brain activity (Zelasko & Antunez, 2000), creativity (Leikin, 2013), attitudes towards English
(Cepik), sociopragmatic awareness of English that involves request strategies rather than reply strategies (Zhang & Yan,
2012), foreign language accent (Gilakjani & Ahmadi, 2011; Piske, Mackay, & Flege, 2001), identity development (Zelasko
& Antunez, 2000), communication skills in a diverse society, and the ability to free themselves from biases and limited
thinking (Keysar, Hayakawa, & An, 2011). There are also other potential benefits for their future, from school readiness to
more job opportunities (Zelasko & Antunez, 2000). Bilingualism may even delay the onset of Alzheimer's disease
(Dreifus, 2011).

Since the focal languages in this study were Arabic and English, it was essential to look at research studies on
bilingual education that involved these two languages. Unfortunately, there is no adequate research on this topic. Noting
the limitation in the literature review for this study, the studies of Hussien (2014a, 2014b) should be mentioned. Hussien
examined the language performance of bilingual children in both Arabic and English and concluded that they performed
better than their monolingual counterparts (2014a) and that learning English has a positive effect on their Arabic skills
(2014b). Due to the scarcity of sufficient research in the field, the present study aimed to investigate the language
proficiencies of Omani young children currently enrolled at CCC who receive bilingual education in Arabic and English.

Moreover, since children are active agents in social life, a better understanding of their language usage while
communicating with the world around them was the second aim of this study. Children’s exposure to and usage of their
two languages play significant roles in their language development (Hammer et al., 2012). A scientific inquiry into an early
bilingual education program’s outcomes should not be limited to only the school environment—it is also important to
understand the child’s usage of their two languages in different daily life contexts outside the school. The related literature
shows that children’s experience of their bilingualism outside the institution is useful and enriching in enabling them to
make this knowledge an integral and important part of their daily life experiences (Lengyel, 2012). Thus, the social and
communicative circumstances of language usage are an important aspect of studies of the bilingual child’s language
development (Lengyel, 2012) since dialogue and social interaction build linguistics knowledge (Lee, year). Several
research studies have focused on bilingual children’s language usage inside (Patterson) and outside (e.g., Dastghahian &
Rostami, 2013) the classroom setting. However, no research, to the author's knowledge, specifically investigated young
bilingual children’s usage of Arabic and English while communicating with other agents of society such as siblings and
family in different daily life contexts outside the school.

3. Research Methodology
3.1 Participants

Study participants included 11 KG2 students enrolled at CCC/Sultan Qaboos University and their parents. KG1 students
in the same educational setting were excluded because they had not been taught in a bilingual setting for more than a
semester. Thus, in this research, only the KG2 students who had received a bilingual education for more than a semester
in the same educational institution were included in the study because they would provide more concrete and solid data.
In fact, there were 18 students in KG2 at CCC. However, only 11 (61%) students responded to the study; the rest 7 (39%)
of the target population did not want to participate in the study (participation was voluntary). Their parents were also
included as participants.

3.2 Instrument

Two instruments were employed in this study. The language survey included items to gather information on young
children about their English and primary language skills. This survey was adapted from the “English and Primary
Language Screening Tool” originally developed and used in the U.S. The researcher went through the necessary
validation steps to adapt items to the Omani context, including use of an academic expert panel from the field of early
childhood and translation procedures that included back-translation overseen by bilingual experts in the field of early
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childhood education with adequate educational background and related experience. In the context of the present study,
the primary language was Arabic so the Arabic version of each item was made available along with the English items.
The instrument consisted of 12 items in total in order to gain an understanding of the proficiency level of young children in
two domains. The first domain was their receptive language knowledge and included six items (i.e., Touch your nose and
chin) and the second was expressive language knowledge which was also consisted of six items (i.e., Listen to what | say
and repeat after me “cars go fast”).

In addition, a “Parent Interview Questionnaire” tool was the second instrument; it was used in interviews with
parent participants about their child’'s language usage outside the school setting. The Parent Interview tool included
seven interview questions on which language was mainly used and adopted by their children (i.e., Which language does
your child use most frequently with sibling(s) while communicating with them?). Finally, ademographic survey was
attached to these two main instruments.

3.3 Data collection

The researcher contacted the CCC administration, discussed the scope of the study, and obtained the cooperation of the
CCC staff in reaching the parents of KG2 students prior to sending the parents the informed consent letter and the time
schedule in which to submit information for the study. The parents were also asked to state their availability and
willingness to participate and provide their consent for their children. After receiving parent responses, the part of the
study involving children was administered. In this phase the children were taken to a one-on-one session and asked to
respond to all 12 survey items both in English and Arabic. The items were given to the children in random order. In each
case, the child was expected to answer in the language in which the item was provided to them. Eleven students
participated in this phase. Afterward, the parents of these young children attended interviews and were given the second
study instrument. Eleven parents answered the interview questions. All interviews were conducted at the CCC.
Triangulation procedures were used following the interviews to handle any validity issues. All interviews were conducted
in Arabic. All data were kept on a secure password-protected computer.

3.4 Data analysis

Descriptive statistics and qualitative methods were used to analyze the data gathered from students and their parents.
First, descriptive analysis of the participants’ demographical characteristics was completed. Second, the children’s
responses to the first instrument were analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS Version 16.0
for Windows). Lastly, the interviews with parents were analyzed using qualitative techniques. However, the responses
from parents were transferred into an exhaustive answer using a triangulation method in order to have a clear answer
from them about the language their children used in various daily-life contexts; these answers were analyzed via
descriptive statistics.

4. Findings and Discussion

Looking first at the demographic characteristics of student participants, the four dimensions were age (ranged between
62 months and 72 months, with an average of 66.8 months); gender (nine girls [82%] and two boys [18%]); nationality
(Omani was the majority [nine for 82%], followed by one Jordanian [9%], and one Iraqi [9%)]); and primary language
(Arabic).

In the case of parent participants, age, gender, educational level, and employment status were the factors of
interest. First, their ages ranged from 28 to 42 years (average = 36). Second, men and women were almost equally
represented—six (55%) were females and the rest (45%) were males. Third, with regard to educatin level, four (36%) had
a doctorate, three (27%) had a master’s, three (27%) had a bachelor’'s degree, and one had a diploma (9%). Lastly, all
parent participants were employed full-time. Table 1 offers demographic information on participants.
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Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Participants

Percentage Range
Average Age 66.8 months 66-72 months
Gender 9 female 82%
0,
Students 2male 18%
9 Omani 82%
Nationality 1 Iraqi 9%
1 Jordanian 9%
Average Age 36 28-42 years
Gender 6 females 55%
5 males 45%
Parents 4 doctorate 36%
Education Level 3 master 21%
3 bachelor 27%
1 diploma 9%
Employment Status 11 Full time 100%

The results yielded important information. First, children’s average correct answer for Receptive Primary Language items
was six over six. The average correct response rate for Expressive Primary Language, Receptive English Language, and

Expressive English Language was calculated as 5.8, 5.7, and 5.1, respectively. Table 2 depicts the average correct
response rate for each item.

Table 2. Average Correct Response for Each Instrument Domains

Domain Arabic (L1) English (L2)
Receptive 6.0 5.7
Expressive 5.8 5.1

Second, the interview results showed the language that children use most outside the educational setting. Table 3
contains information on their language preference in various contexts based on their parents’ reports.

Table 3. Language Most Frequently Used by Children in Different Contexts as Reported by Parents

Context Arabic (L1)  English (L2)
Communicating with sibling(s) 1 (9%) 10 (91%)
Playing with friend(s) 1 (9%) 10 (91%)
Expressing wants and needs 1 (9%) 10 (91%)
Naming familiar objects, foods, parts of body 4 (36%) 7 (64%)
Language of the tv programs s/he most frequently enjoys 5 (45%) 6 (55%)
Language of the stories s/he most frequently requests 6 (55%) 5 (45%)
While carrying on a conversation with adults 1 (9%) 10 (91%)

The results indicated that all children enrolled in the KG2 class at CCC were equipped with a competent level of both
English and their primary language, suggesting that the bilingual education provided to them had been successful in
terms of children’s language knowledge and skills. Both expressive and receptive language competencies were at a high
level, which showed the children’s level of comfort in both languages. But, these children were found to be less
competent in Expressive knowledge of English language than the other domains although there was no significant gap.
This level can be tolerated since English Language is a“foreign” language to these children—they have less opportunity
to use it outside the school. However, in line with this finding, the interview results showed that the children predominantly
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used their primary language in various settings and contexts with different people around them outside the school,
especially when communicating with their siblings and/or peers, carrying on a conversation with adults, and expressing
their wants and needs. On the other hand, this research study found that most children enjoyed the television programs in
English, not in their primary language. Finally, nearly half of the participating young children most frequently requested
stories in English rather than their primary language; a significant number were more familiar with the English names of
objects, food, and parts of body. These results show that children have made the English language a part of their life;
they gained this English language knowledge through their bilingual education in their early years at CCC; and this kind of
a program did not have any adverse effect (fewer competencies) on their primary language knowledge and skills. This
finding was consistent with those offered in the literature (e.g., Bae, 2007; Dastghaian & Rostami, 2013). Thus the results
showed the success of the bilingual program at CCC.

Although this research yielded significant results, it was limited in terms of number of participants, ages of
students, and context. Therefore, future research should be conducted on the language proficiencies of young children
enrolled in bilingual programs at different grade levels, in different contexts such as private schools, and with more
participants in order to gain a more holistic picture of the phenomenon. Moreover, since the CCC is located on the SQU
campus, the participating parents were highly educated. Therefore, more research should be done with children of
parents from diverse educational and employment backgrounds. In addition, teachers and parents should be trained and
encouraged to promote and improve the Expressive English Language proficiencies of young children. Administrators
should work to create training sessions for both teachers and parents in this regard. Lastly, policy makers and other
related stakeholders in Oman may use the CCC'’s hilingual education program as a model for other schools by extending
the usage of its curriculum to other schools and providing material help for other early bilingual education programs.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, the children enrolled at CCC and receiving hilingual education in their early years of life benefit from this
program in terms of language development—they were found to be highly proficient in both expressive and receptive
modes in both English and Primary languages. Thus this type of program should be promoted and extended throughout
the region in order to equip young children with two or more languages and raise them as bilingual citizens.
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