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Abstract (English):

Katy, the director of the Sijal Institute for Arabic Language and Culture, uses her Arabic and love of Arab
cultures to welcome foreign students to life in Amman, Jordan. In this interview, she dives into policies,
bureaucracy, language pedagogy and building a new business in an environment different from the United
States. In exploring these policies and beliefs, she is able to connect cultures and guide students on their journey
to learn the Arabic language and become acquainted with Arab cultures and traditions.

Problem being faced: The American director of an Arabic language institute in Amman has to address the
challenge of growing a small business organically while retaining high standards. She faces challenges with
bureaucracy and working across cultures.

Protagonists: Katy Whiting and Wasim Salfiti

Katy’s Background and Arabic Language: Katy Whiting works as the Managing Director of the Sijal
Institute for Arabic Language and Culture. She holds a master’s degree in Teaching Arabic as a Foreign
Language and taught Arabic in America prior to joining the Sijal team. As a non-native speaker who learned
Arabic as an adult, she connects with students on their language learning journeys.

Wasim Salfiti Background: Although working in the field of SME banking (small and medium enterprises) in
Jordan, Wasim Salfiti was always driven by a desire to contribute to the cultural life of his native Amman. He
co-founded the Sijal Institute in 2015 with this goal in mind. Wasim has a BA in History and Economics from
Columbia University, and an MA in International Relations from the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced
International Studies (SAIS).

Resources:

Sijal Institute Website

Sijal Institute Facebook Page

Sijal Institute Instagram Page

Interview on Arabic Education in Amman - with Sijal Institute’s Director Katy Whiting, for
Jadaliyya (audio only, in English)

Zoom interview with Katy Whiting, Sijal Director
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https://www.sijal.org/
https://www.facebook.com/sijalinstitute/
https://www.instagram.com/sijal_institute/
https://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/40275/MESPI-Talks-A-Conversation-with-Katy-Whiting-of-the-Sijal-Institute-on-Arabic-Education-in-Amman
https://youtu.be/G7umGyiFDS0

Language Goals:

Upon completion of this case within the course, students will:
Acquire a proper command of business vocabulary, expressions, and terms of art useful in general as well
as specialized business situations such as finance and global commerce.
Expand their knowledge of business culture and norm in the Arab speaking world.
Be able to understand the policies, rules, governments, and beliefs of building a new business in a new
environment that is completely different from the USA.

Case (Arabic):
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Case (English):

Sijal Institute Business Story
Note: The interview that provided the foundation of this case was conducted in Arabic.

Working in the shade of the apricot tree in the institute’s garden, Katy found herself working on her laptop without
an office. With the dramatic increase in student enrollment and faculty-led programs in the summers, every corner
of the institute needed to be used flexibly for classroom space. The instructor preparation room, kitchen and even
her office as the Managing Director would all be used for private or small group lessons when the institute was
above capacity in such times. They had expanded the space twice in less than three years, yet it was still
challenging to keep pace with the growth, especially considering the seasonality of the work. Enrollment numbers
soared in the summer months yet remained smaller in the other times of the year. How do they keep up with
demand, while maintaining high standards for coursework, public events, and student experience?

The Sijal Institute for Arabic Language and Culture was founded in 2015 by scholars of Arab culture, history,
and society to be an academic institution where the free and open exchange of ideas would be possible. The
institute acts as a hub of intellectual and cultural events, bringing together scholars, writers, and artists across a
broad range of expertise and disciplines, for seminars, workshops, exhibitions, and informal conversation. This
work is supported entirely through its core programs teaching Arabic to non-native speakers at all levels. In turn,
those Arabic language programs are at the core of its academic vision--that learning a language is inextricably
connected to the culture, society and history of a place and its people. Sijal intentionally provides students the
opportunity to engage with the Arabic language more critically by focusing on cultural activities and lectures,
giving intercultural competence trainings, offering content courses in Arabic, taking students on alternative tours
which complicate the usual touristic narrative, and connecting students to local communities through language
partnerships and volunteer opportunities.

When Sijal first opened, they were a small team who often had to wear many different hats. There were lots of
moving parts, so they had to work on multiple fronts synchronously in order to ensure a seamless launch. Between
renovating the historic stone house and garden, designing the space, writing the curriculum, handling the myriad
legal processes and forms, working on outreach, and covering the daily administrative needs — there was a lot to
keep on top of.

Additionally, many of the processes to become registered as an educational institution in Jordan were opaque.
They received conflicting information at different stages and were not able to fully anticipate what was needed
next given the general lack of clarity. They often had to ask around extensively before receiving complete




information on what paperwork and licenses were needed. Finishing up these lengthy processes to fulfill all
government regulations and requirements was a challenge.

Similarly, establishing the space itself carried its own questions. They wanted the design esthetic to reflect a space
that both draws on the history and cultural heritage of the place, as well as celebrates contemporary artistic
production happening in the region. This is shown in the preservation of the historic elements of the house, such
as the original tiles and fountains, as well as the inclusion of works by contemporary Arab artists and furniture
designers. Furthermore, when establishing the place, they were not sure how many students to anticipate. They
took the approach of starting with a small space and expanding to meet growth as it occurred.

The growth of the institute was almost entirely organic and based on pre-existing networks and word of mouth.
The original space had only three classrooms, so from the beginning, there was a constant challenge of how to
schedule classes effectively and when and how to invest in more staff and physical spaces, while not
compromising the quality of any aspect of the program. Students spoke to other students about their experiences,
which led to increased enrollments each semester. Additionally, several professors consistently recommended the
institute’s programs to their students or directly brought cohorts of students each year on faculty-led study abroad
programs. The institute initially had only one faculty-led program in the summer, however it quickly grew to six
faculty-led programs on top of the normal intensive program, which led to challenges for both the space and
staffing. How do you keep pace with growth and know when to invest on a larger scale while retaining an
emphasis on quality and personal attention?

Student Assignment

The students are asked to create a new case (hypothesis) where they must use the material, societal standards,
and culture of the Arab world. As they brainstorm their case study, the students should pay attention to the
following elements:

who is the audience for the case study?

what is the main point and purpose of the case study?

What patterns and procedures are required?

What are the standards and criteria that will be used to evaluate the case study?

Each student is required to cover and submit the following in their project:

1) their project description,

2) their project goals,

3) their hypothesis including if it would fail or succeed,

4) what students achieve in this project,

4) media (video-PowerPoint presentation) of their project in which they present their case study in ARABIC.
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