Interview with Mrs. Azmeralda Alfi

Administrator of the Bureau of Islamic and Arabic Education in Los Angeles, California, and Chair of Aldeen Foundation 
Interview conducted by Rula Hijazeen*© - February 19, 2004
The National Capital Language Resource Center is pleased to introduce and interview Mrs. Azmeralda Alfi, who is the Administrator of the Bureau of Islamic and Arabic Education in Los Angeles, CA, which serves the New Horizon Schools. Mrs. Alfi is also Chair of the Aldeen Foundation, which focuses its effort on human services including forming middle schools in the city of Pasadena. 

Mrs. Alfi's efforts have not only been limited to these two educational and humanitarian centers, but she also has contributed in a variety of community service activities for the general public and the Islamic community especially. 

Rula Hijazeen interviewed Mrs.Alfi on February 19, 2004. Rula's questions are in bold face font.

Tell me about yourself. 

I am originally Egyptian, but in the early 1970's, my family and I migrated to America, which I now consider my country. I have one son and two daughters, and 11 grandchildren ranging between 9-22 years of age. 

When did you start getting involved in teaching Arabic? What programs did you contribute to forming? What was the special method you followed in teaching Arabic? 
When we first came to America, I felt a strong sense of responsibility toward the new generation, both of Arab and non-Arab origins. I did not want them to lose their valuable heritage. 

My involvement began in 1982 when I formed the first New Horizon School, which included the Arabic language as part of its curriculum. We had a hard time finding qualified instructors and adequate materials and programs that could be used in teaching Arabic as a second language. Despite our numerous efforts to create a curriculum, the lack of instructors and specialists remained. 

So I started looking for assistance, and visited the American University in Cairo, which has a large program for teaching Arabic as a second language. I found their program to be the most successful program anywhere. It is noteworthy to mention that the AUC program came as a grant from the United States. 

Dr. Ali Baddawi suggested that I invite, to the United States, a few specialists in this field. Prof. Ahmad Khourshid, Dr. Najwa Hidayat, and Prof. Lina Kholaki contributed in forming the foundation for the curriculum to be followed, which is teaching Modern Standard Arabic. 

What books are currently used in the New Horizon Schools? 

The assigned books are the series "I love Arabic" Uhibbu Al-Arabiyyah because this series includes a teacher handbook, a student handbook, and an activity book. This collection of books also includes a variety of teaching methods for MSA, and is presented in six parts. 

What are the biggest challenges in teaching Arabic? 

One of the biggest challenges is the lack of specialized teachers, and specifically those who teach MSA. In the U.S., there also is a lack of teacher-preparation university programs. We urge the Arabic Department at Ohio State University to make their program available to teachers on the Internet, in order to prepare teachers involved in this field. 

How were you able to overcome the challenges that you are currently facing? 
The first step we took was to form a network between the four New Horizon Schools, where teachers share their views and their experiences among their peers. This network is supervised by Dr. Dalia Abu Hajjar who follows up on the weekly preparation of lesson plans, goals, and objectives. Dr. Abu Hajjar has the ability to make changes and alterations where needed, directly on the webpage. Even though all this is done on the Internet, Dr. Abu Hajjar visits the schools every two months to follow up in the classroom. Also, teachers are offered four training seminars per year by specialized instructors. 

What are the major needs for the teaching of Arabic? 

1) Presenting the Arabic Standards through the NCLRC office. 

2) Forming curriculum suitable for K-12 students. 

3) Offering training seminars on the Internet to enable teachers to be certified in teaching Arabic. 

What is your advice to teachers in America? 
My most valuable advice to teachers is as follows: 

1) Possess a strong desire to present the best level of teaching methods, to the student. 

2) Desire to better qualify yourself for this mission. 

3) Participate at conferences offered by ACTFL because it helps widen your horizons, and is a valuable venue to learn from others.

*Rula is a Research Assistant at the NCLRC, and also founder of Alpha-Z Language Center in Crystal City, VA. She teaches Arabic at the Graduate School USDA. Her educational background includes a B.A. in International Relations, and current enrollment in Marketing and World Politics graduate programs. Rula can be reached via email: rula@onebox.com 
The NCLRC has copies of the Uhibbu Al-Arabiyyah series in its archive of Arabic teaching materials. The books can be ordered from http://www.noorart.com or (1-888-442-5687).
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