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 (This is an authentic letter from an American who had spent approximately two years in an Arab country.)

Dear Ed:
Sometimes I’m convinced that I’ve been teaching English in this little Moslem town too long for my own good.
	The whole social structure of this country tends to undermine the goals of the Western scholar. Logical thought processes, on which most Western teachers rely instinctively, have just never been taught here. Deductive reasoning is unheard of. The teacher is thought of only as a lecturer and a recorder; what he teaches is not original—it has been true from the beginning of time and known since the time of Mohammed. The teacher has made no discoveries of his own and will make none; but, as he has been fortunate enough to have been taught, he is in turn privileged to reteach what he has learned. As truth is unchanging, there is nothing to discuss or question. The teaching process is a continuation of the oral tradition; what has been learned in the past is now transmitted verbatim to the student who writes it down and memorizes it. This method, however, is more than tradition: it is dictated by the nature of the cosmos and can only be the repetition of what Allah revealed to Mohammed, the last and greatest of Allah’s prophets. There is no other way of knowing. As original knowledge does not exist, the most reliable way to learn is through the same medium and by the same technique by which knowledge has been acquired in the past. 
	Accordingly, there is no discussion and no personal opinion in the Moslem classroom. The teacher either reads to the students from his notes or from a book, and they copy in their notebooks what is read to them. Sometimes a student is substituted for the teacher and he reads to the boys. No papers of any kind are ever written, and there is no questioning the teacher. To these people there is only one truth; the idea that two “experts” might interpret the same facts in opposite ways is inconceivable to them. An American teacher once “proved” to his class that 1 equaled 2. No one objected, and the students all wrote the proof down in their notebooks. The teacher had shown it to them; therefore, it must be true. There is no distrusting the conveyor of the source of truth.
	In this society it is the form, not the content, that is important, and herein lies the most significant problem that the Western teacher has to deal with. In the Moslem scale of values it is not so important that a student cannot know seventeen subjects at once, as long as the curriculum makes it look like he is learning them. It is not so important that the students have a high rate of absenteeism as long as the books show full attendance [the same is true of teacher attendance]. Thus, the passing grade of 35%, though in reality showing an inferior knowledge of the subject, is in practice considered adequate. A boy with 70% knowledge is considered very good. The student himself does not feel that learning itself is important; what is important to him is the card that shows the teacher has given him a passing grade. The common concept is that the teacher gives you a grade; you do not earn it. This is not to say, of course, that the same phenomena do not exist elsewhere; it is to say only that they predominate in this country. A boy with a 35% to 50% grade in the United States, for example, does not kid himself that he has learned very much, and indeed may consider, with regret, that he missed a good opportunity to learn. Here the question of learning or not learning rarely comes to mind.
	A concomitant problem is the one of cheating in the classroom. There is rarely a test of any kind given during which cheating does not occur, for in the Moslem classroom it is almost literally true that it is sufficient for only one student to understand the lesson. One of the five pillars of Islam is almsgiving, the aid one gives to those whom Allah has made less fortunate. The concept of almsgiving pervades all aspects of life. Thus cheating, and by extension bribing, nepotism, etc., are not looked at as being morally wrong in the way that they are in the Western world. To the Moslem, it is an obvious fact that Allah has made some people more intelligent than others, and, in a sense, classroom performance is preordained; there is no feeling that hard work may enable one to pass by his own efforts, make him a better person, etc.; there is only the feeling that, unaided, many will fail and that it is thus a duty to pass on knowledge to the less fortunate ones. In fact, the teachers themselves aid and abet the cheating by lax observation during exams, for a good glass record reflects favorably on their abilities as teachers!
	Unfortunately, cheating occurs not only on exams, but also on a day-to-day classroom basis. On this level, it is a mechanism to “save face.” When the teacher calls on a student, he is expected to know something. In most cases it is recitation of some kind that is required. Usually the student listens to a student behind him who, with open book, is reading him the answer. By this means of prompting, a student may go a whole year without the teacher ever realizing that in reality he knows nothing. Homework is usually ineffective because the students refuse to struggle with it. Instead, another student or a brother or relative will do it. Behind these external manifestations we again find different values. Actual gains are subordinated to surface appearances.
	Intrinsically related to this network of social and religious values is their attitude toward individual effort. It must be pointed out here that their attitude is a realistic one in terms of their culture, yet one which the Western teacher reacts against and must cope with. Life is tough in the Middle East; a lot of work often means little or no change. Thus, sometime in the past, in order to better live with themselves and the harsh world around them, these people came to feel that individual effort, in most cases, comes to naught. In reality, in this part of the world, effort does not count; it is Allah who determines what is or is not to be achieved.
	Essentially this means that the end rather than the means is of value, while to the westerner, more often than not, it is the other way around. Again, it is the problem of the form being more important that the content. As mentioned previously, there is no feeling in the classroom that hard work and proper questions—in short, an all-out effort to understand instead of memorize—might bring about some kind of good, either in grades or in other less tangible ways. Many of the students are capable of and willing to do hard work, but feel it worthwhile only in the drudging path of learning by rote, which they are used to. It is the hard work of thinking that they balk at, the work of understanding that A plus B does not equal A plus B, but equals C, a third object that has to be deduced, not memorized.
	What must be emphasized is that many of these above-mentioned values make sense in terms of the society and are wrong only as far as they conflict with Western values as possessed by the Western teacher. For a Western teacher to feel he is accomplishing something he must to some extent instill his own values in his students, for they are the only things he can measure by. What is hard for him to face is the degree to which these American values do not and cannot pervade Moslem life and the realization of the chances against his success. When he realizes that his students are never face-to-face with any other than their country’s values, expect, perhaps, in that forty minutes a day he is teaching English, he is bound to feel he is fighting a losing battle. He sees that he cannot afford to teach only English, he must go beyond this to create attitudes and values which are exactly opposite his students’ own. The student sees from his father that hard work and individual effort count for little, while he sees from his uncle that cheating and bribing lead to the top. He knows that being a relative of nobility is far more important that being intelligent and he knows that the boy next to him will pass because his father is an important man. Therefore, he might as well show his paper to him and retain a friend. In the long run, it is he, and not the Western teacher, who knows how things are done and who will succeed and who will not succeed.
	The greatest problem comes when the Western teacher begins to see the logic of Islamic values. He begins to doubt himself and becomes too sympathetic to the plight of his students. He is in danger of being half-Easternized himself.
All the best,
Bob
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