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Abstract

Foreign Language Education Policy (FLEP) needs to be
understood as part of broader educational policies and as situated
within overarching social macro plans. In this paper, based on a
conception of policy as distinct from goals and objectives, and with a
view of the relevant literature, we will present some theoretical
guidelines of setting and/or evaluating foreign language education
policies in the context of broader social and educational policies.
Considering theses guidelines a point of departure, several national
plan-based documents and in some cases non-finalized documents that
reflect some aspects of language education policies of Iran were
examined to find the directions and orientations of these plans and the
(in)consistencies among them: The 20-year National Vision; The
Comprehensive Science Roadmap; The National Curriculum; Policies
of the 5™ 5-year Development Plan; The National Document of
Education; Philosophy of Education in the Islamic Republic of Iran;
Fundamental Principles in Islamic Education; and Roadmap of the
Official and General Educational System. Referring to the strengths
along with some shortcomings and inconsistencies among these
documents as well as the statues of English in the so called global
village, we call for a separate unitary FLEP document for Iran and
present the requirements and procedure for its actualization.

Keywords: Foreign language education policies, National Iranian
plans, ELT in Iran.

ABIYS ol Aol ANAYY : Jgog gl —



50 Journal of English Language Teaching and Learning.No.222,Year,53/Autumn-Winter 2011

Introduction

Policies play crucial roles in announcing and setting the ideals and
expectations of any important social endeavor that is expected from
and initiated by institutional structures. Residing at the topmost levels
of organizational hierarchies, policies determine, direct, and influence
almost all aspects of institutional involvements — including
educational activities — down to the most detailed practical issues.
Therefore, the actual manifestations of the organizational and
institutional services as perceived by the recipients at large are
outcomes of policy setting processes and the quality and
comprehensiveness and/or possible flaws of such processes. Being no
exception, educational policy, in general, and foreign language
education policy (FLEP), in particular, shapes and directs an
enormously wide range of educational practices with obvious social,
cultural, and even political implications (Dixon, 2009).

Considering this foundational role of policies, in this paper we
attempt to explore the rarely explored concern of FLEP in the Iranian
educational context. Briefly revisiting some conceptions of policy and
how it may be distinguished form goals and objectives in the macro-
processes of educational planning, we review some related theoretical
considerations with regard to FLEP. As the focal section of the paper,
we then examine a number of officially finalized and in some cases
non-finalized documents that reflect some aspects of language
education policies in the absence of a specifically developed single
FLEP document. Finally, we raise a number of concerns in this regard
and present some suggestions that will hopefully inform policy setting
approaches and will ultimately benefit the overall foreign language
education enterprise in our country.

Studies with the term policy appearing in their titles tend to deal
with a diversity of issues ranging from very broad macro concerns to
very detailed objectives of classroom practices (Kirkgoz, 2008b;
Seargeant, 2008; Silver & Skuja-steele, 2005). This lack of
consensus on what is meant by policy necessitates a clarification of
the issue and presenting at least broad and tentative definitions of the
terms. Therefore, before the main discussions of the paper, in this
section we attempt to clarify a conception of policy and to make
distinctions among policies, goals, and objectives in the context of
foreign language education.

Policy setting is the value laden process through which a political
system handles a public problem and includes a (political) system’s
expressed orientations and intentions. Policy has been viewed as a
matter of the ‘authoritative allocation of values’ and policies are the
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operational statements of values and of prescriptive intent (Ball,
1990). In a hierarchical relationship policies set the ground for
decisions, programs, projects, options, etc. that are available for
achieving the more localized goal. Relations between the higher order
policies and goals are established by intuitions and authorities (Tsang,
2004). These relationships will in turn specify specific procedurally
defined objectives.

Policies are considered to be broad approaches that are closely
linked with social and general educational requirements, while goals
may be viewed as more specific orientations towards the realization of
policies. Unlike policies, goals may not be directly and easily linked
with broader social and educational concerns. Therefore, more locally
defined goals and more situation-specific objectives may be fruitfully
set when overarching policies have already been developed as the
general roadmaps that delineate overall orientations. Considering
these conceptions of policy, this paper is concerned with the issues of
overarching broad policies that orientate goals and objectives further
down along the administration hierarchy rather than goals and
objectives themselves.

Theoretical Background

The increasing number of English speakers in different countries
from South Asia, to North Europe to the center of Africa has become a
matter of concern for both second language researchers and policy
makers. In fact, according to Kirkgdz (2008b) the unprecedented
spread of English as a lingua franca along with globalization have had
their own effects on the way English is being viewed and taught in
different countries. In order to adjust to the requirements of the brave
new world, developing language education policies and implementing
these policies have been considered one of the most important
concerns in nearly all countries. We say concerns because many
factors such as philosophical, financial, logistic, cultural, social,
individual, and identity considerations should be taken into account in
developing FLEP (Butler and Iino, 2005; Hato, 2005; Kirkgoz, 2008b;
Seargeant, 2008; Silver and Skuja-steele, 2005).

Though complicated, there have been reforms made to recognize
the needs of the new world across the globe during the last years. One
of the famous reforms is the Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages which was developed by the Council of
Europe in 2001 in order to introduce a more communicative
orientation in foreign language teaching. According to the Council of
Europe’s website, the Council develops continent-wide agreements to
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standardize member countries’ social and legal practices and promotes
shared values among them. The Council’s mission in the area of
education and language education accords with its political goals of
preparing citizens for a globalized world. Other examples of standard-
based language education include National Curriculum for England in
United Kingdom, Canada’s Toronto Benchmarks, Australia’s
Curriculum and Standards Framework and United States’ ESL
standards.

Implementation of language policies and reforms has been
discussed in Asian countries as well. Al-Issa (2007) discussed
implications of implementing a flexible ESL policy in the Sultanate of
Oman by shedding light on the ideological conflicts of two
complementary powerful ideologies of ‘neo-colonial/communicative’
and professionalism  with  ‘colonialist/culturalist” ideologies
incorporated in the content of materials produced locally by Ministry
of education. Kirkgoz (2007) provided a historical overview of policy
changes in English language education in Turkish education system
and discussed the government’s most recent education reforms which
reflected the rising importance of English as this country attempts to
join the European Union. Waters and Vilches (2005) discussed factors
affecting foreign language education reform in the Philippians Basic
Education Curriculum and proposed that classroom-level
implementation of curriculum had been difficult to achieve, mainly
because (i) the curriculum design was insufficiently compatible with
teaching situation constraints and, (ii) the necessary levels of
professional support and instructional materials had not been
provided. However, they finally introduced the existence of
‘intercultural’ tensions between policy-making and implementation
and the influence of national historic-political factors as the deep-
seated reasons for the classroom-level implementation difficulties.

FLEP Ideals and Expectations

Based on the theoretical groundings briefly presented above, FLEP
needs to be situated within a general context of social concerns. They
should also be contextualized within general educational policies. In
this section, with a view of these aspects of FLEP concerns and
considering the theoretical considerations reflected in the literature of
policy studies in foreign language education, we present a number of
issues highlighting the characteristics that may be considered as
fundamental features that, ideally, must be accounted for in national
FLEP:
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1.FLEP needs to link the theoretical foundations of foreign
language education to the requirements of national macro-plans in
terms of the overall political and social orientations (Hato, 2005).

2.FLEP should account for the cultural values reflected in the
national macro-level roadmaps, which are in turn included in general
educational policies of the country (Seargeant, 2008).

3.FLEP is expected to account for national identity principles
reflected in national macro-plans as well as in educational policies of
the country. The major concern with this regard is how the FLEP
create a balance between these principles and the requirements of the
so called globalization (Kirkgoz, 2008b).

4 FLEP needs to clearly adopt and articulate a firmly delineated
position with regard to 'language' as the central concern in language
education practices. They also need to be based on clear overt
'language policy' orientations that situate foreign language education
in a broader context of mother tongue education and local languages
(Dixon, 2009; Ricento, 2006).

5.With a view of the distinctions between policies and goals on the
one hand, and goals and objectives, on the other, FLEP should define
firm set of mechanisms for setting goals for foreign language
education programs and national curricula, which in turn shape the
basis of more specific language education objectives (Butler & Iino,
2005).

6.FLEP is expected to realistically pave the ground for more
practical aspects of national foreign language education endeavors in
terms of two major types of mechanisms (Kirkgoz, 2008a; Silver &
Skuja-steele, 2005): financial mechanisms required for the successful
design of foreign language education goals and objectives and their
implementation; and mechanisms of evaluation, monitoring, and
revision of the policies, goals, and objectives of foreign language
education.

These six broad issues illustrate a theoretically grounded ideal
image of what might be expected of a FLEP policy document. They
may be arguably used as initial foundations of setting FLEP from
scratch. However, what we are concerned with in this discussion is not
setting policies. Rather we attempt to evaluate or at the very least
comment on the existing pieces of policies that are (not very
conveniently and justifiably) distributed in a number of documents
developed by a range of institutions. Therefore, the six issues
presented above will be taken as tentative criteria that shape our points
of reference in examining and assessing the documents under
investigation.
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Documents and Discussions

By some accounts, policies are discursive constructs that cannot be
investigated as simple analytical categories. Rather, they need to be
interpreted within the structure of the documents that are expected to
publicize the target policies (Fischer, 2003). Therefore, the major
arguments of this article are based on considerations of a number of
documents that are expected to carry the burden of presenting FLEP in
the absence of a unified document specifically developed under such a
title. Table 1 presents the major documents examined in this study and
the institutions that developed and published these documents.

Table 1. Investigated documents and their source institutions

Documents Institutions

The 20-year National Vision

Supreme Leader &
Expediency Council

Supreme Council of

Primary The Comprehensive Science Roadmap Cultural Revolution
. . Ministry of
The National Curriculum )
Education
Policies of the 5™ 5-year Development Plan | Supreme Leader &
Expediency Council
Philosophy of Education in
The the Islamic Republic of Iran | Supreme Council of
Supplementary National Cultural Revolution

Fundamental Principles in
Document Islamic Education & Ministry of

of Education | Roadmap of the Official and | Education
General Educational System

The 20-year National Vision
The 20-year National Vision is a document of macro strategies that

are to lead the country through the twenty years of comprehensive
development towards the aims of the nation. Issued by the supreme
leader and the expediency council of the Islamic republic of Iran, the
document is the point of reference for all types of institutional
involvements throughout the country in all areas, including education.
Therefore, considering the major guidelines that are inherent in this
document and are, one way or another, relevant to education, language
education, and, more specifically, foreign language education will be a
reasonable first step before examining lower order policy documents.
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These major guidelines include a number of characteristics
specified to be reached by the country by the end of its 20-years
period which is set to be 1404 by Iranian calendar i. e 2024 . The most
prominent of these characteristics are advanced knowledge, ability in
producing knowledge and technology, and an improved share for
human resources and social capital in national products. Moreover
achieving the first economic, scientific, and technological rank in
south west Asia as well as constructive and effective interaction with
the world are among the major targeted features.

The 20-year National Vision (p. 1):
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JAKJWIQQUL:“)jﬁbw.MT):cb&MJL;LEJJI (sl
odeas 5 CaSo (e Jgol ool Olgr b e 5 0dijlo ol gl ls @
Along the same general path, within The 20-year National Vision
some general policy directions are set for developing the next four 5-
year national development plans. These general directions most
importantly include increasing the share of the country in
international knowledge production, promoting research, and
attaining technologies especially new technologies such as nano, bio,
information and communication, environmental, aerospace, and
atomic technologies.
The 20-year National Vision (Items 7, 9, and 10):
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A
23 23S g Il g 53 5558 slgmd b 5 SISl s 5 ALl @
Olgr (oo Dl
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() Sl 5 coslepy Jold 8 slasyals oh s (sysls S @
Slazd o Ladlga ( oses s 5 (Db | g Sled
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A close examination of the excerpts of The 20-year National
Vision presented above demonstrates very reasonably that a document
at this macro level does not include any specific direction exclusively
focusing on language education, foreign language education, or even
education in general. Nonetheless, these macro directions illustrate
roadmaps that may be meaningfully understood in the context of
education and this will naturally have implications for foreign
language education. The 20-year National Vision sets directions that
are beyond policies. Therefore, the expectation is that lower level
documents, including documents of educational policies, will reflect
traces of these general guidelines.

To further clarify these macro orientations, an overview of one of
the supplementary documents, that is, The Policies of the 5" 5-year
Development Plan (1389-1394) which is not yet finalized as a law
also depict other aspects. The main orientations with regard to
education reflected in these policies are reforming higher education
and research, achieving the second regional scientific and
technological rank in the region, reforming the educational system,

and reforming and enhancing the position of humanities.
The Policies of the 5™ 5-year Development Plan (Items 7-9):
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The Comprehensive Science Roadmap

The Comprehensive Science Roadmap of the country is meant to
set national policies in the specific areas of science, technology,
research, higher education, and, more fundamentally, education. The
expectation is that this document sets more clearly delineated policies
that will have more articulate implications for education and indirectly
for foreign language education. In other words, The Comprehensive
Science Roadmap is to partially bear the burden of setting FLEP.
However, the document at one level merely repeats the major
expressed targets of The 20-year National Vision as relevant to
science and technology.

The Comprehensive Science Roadmap (p. <):
Sostor s Al Sl elor L (65515 5 ole Olial 4 olaws b 4
A5 o pllas alals 4 g g0 1y 51 58S el iy (S8 (b 5 Ol Ol
oo Slaes; 4 03150 oK S L L 03 g me slas ol b 5528 ale il
oo Ul 455 4 51l )3 odbomsd Glej 83 5dme 3 15 (oDl O 4 el iils
S s bl 0L 15 ) uapde 5 ol Spde 5 Ll s adkie 3 555l
a5 anel (lao s
The Comprehensive Science Roadmap (p. 3):
en 1404 531 55 Olpl (Dl (ohsex o015 5 sl ode St
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The Comprehensive Science Roadmap (p. 3):

Apart from these overly broad statements, the document also
contains a number of statements that may be interpreted as having
indirect implications for foreign language education. Therefore, some
sections of the following statements excerpted from The
Comprehensive Science Roadmap may be understood as the FLEP
considerations underlying this document:

The Comprehensive Science Roadmap (p. 7):
5 S G Sl Ssle o s el 5y iy sl T G Sl el L
Odked 5 7L e )b Dlsl 5 OL5 Juld (e Olae 5 el Sler Comr o &)
OS5 a4 (0B OL5 fids sl Sse S (p)oa Jal 5 anch Ojlan 5 p e 0Ll
cadbie 3 Cadl el AL Ol Olaaidls glrsl 5 5l 24 el ole
5558 5L sy e gladiiy den 3 Laseiie 5 ant el Sl SLil ale ol
S Ol gomlils S do )3 S S| Ay )l ety (g g i psle Sl ool
sul Olgr 5 Ol b,y 5iS L o0& Bt g ol eSS
Slods 5 S oo Ok €33 53 Db iteded Sl didr (oode Sdate Slae 5>
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The Comprehensive Science Roadmap (p. 7):
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The Comprehensive Science Roadmap (p. 10):
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The Comprehensive Science Roadmap (p. 16):
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Exploring these statements demonstrates that The Comprehensive
Science Roadmap does seem to be indirectly hinting at some FLEP
directions. Statements like constructive interaction with advanced
scientific and technological centers of the world obviously necessitate
the application of a medium of communication and promotion in order
for these goals to be realistically achieved. On the one hand, foreign
languages are required to contact and use the resources mainly
published in foreign languages (English, in particular). On the other
hand aims, such as conducting joint research projects at international
levels require the ability to produce knowledge in languages other than
local languages. Even targets like trying to turn Farsi into the
international language of science are, at least initially, based on strong
command of foreign languages in terms of perception, production, and
awareness.

Having talked about these strengths, it might also be illuminating
to refer to an apparently major flaw of the document which is the lack
of a specifically focused consideration of higher education or even
education in general. Unlike the national science plans of many
countries around the world (Ranjbar, 2008a, 2008b, 2008c) which
specifically focus on education as one of their pivotal concerns, The
Comprehensive Science Roadmap of Iran seems to marginalize
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education in its policy setting. Therefore, language education has
obviously no clearly articulated place within this document.

The National Curriculum Document

The details of The National Curriculum Document may be better
examined with a preliminary glimpse of The National Document of
Education developed by the Ministry of Education as the top policy
document directing the entire activities of the ministry. The National
Document of Education includes several sub-documents including
The Philosophy of Education in the Islamic Republic of Iran;
Fundamental Principles in Islamic Education; and The Roadmap of
the Official and General Educational System.

The National Document of Education (Section on Philosophy of
Education in the Islamic Republic of Iran, p. 47):

S5 5 ke T Colu Olasl @
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The National Curriculum Document is expected to set more
directly relevant policies with regard to specific subject areas of
education. In line with this, it does contain a specific, though brief,
section on the topic of language education which separately deals with
mother tongue literacy education as well as foreign language
education. This section — less than half a page — is the only overtly
stated piece of FLEP document in Iran.

The National Curriculum Document (p. 28):

by DLl (f b 518 o Fodkomy 5 ¢ ogen Ol e 5 Sl BLI,1 aky OLS
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The National Curriculum Document (p. 29):
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As shown by the excerpts presented above, The National
Curriculum Document oes contain a subsection on language education
and, more specifically, on foreign language education. This is in itself
an important step forward towards an articulated over FLEP
document. This section refers to several aspects of FLEP concerns
including the cognitive considerations, neurological aspects of
language acquisition, methodological issues in teaching foreign
languages, and socio-political concerns in foreign language education.
Inclusion of all these considerations does create hope for a
comprehensive FLEP document but there are problems that indicate a
far distance from a dependable FLEP document within the Iranian
foreign language education context.

The National Curriculum Document (p. 30):
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The National Curriculum (p. 31):
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As mentioned above, despite the inclusion of multifaceted
concerns in this section of The National Curriculum Document, there
are at least two major issues that need more concentrated
consideration: First, this section of the document is too brief to include
all aspects of complex and diverse FLEP concerns. Policy setting for
an involvement as widespread and complicated as foreign language
education requires much more elaborate discussions.

Secondly, the strength of The National Curriculum Document in
including a diversity of theoretical views and approaches in foreign
language education could itself be a weakness as well. Mixing
concerns for political aspects of language learning with very detailed
methodological aspects of teaching language through songs shows a
clear confusion of macro level policy issues with lower level goals
and even very specific objectives. Moreover, the document shows a
confusion of different schools of thought in second language
education theories that do no easily sit together. This might, among
other things, reflect a lack of involvement by foreign language
education experts in the process of setting these policy-like guidelines
within the structure of The National Curriculum Document.
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Conclusion

Referring back to the six tentative criteria, it would not be difficult
to conclude that although some aspects of these criteria are partially
dealt with by this virtual FLEP scattered in several documents, none
of them are comprehensively addressed. The examined documents
seem to be far from articulating coherent policies with regard to any of
the six concerns: considering the socio-political orientations of the
country (Hato, 2005); considering the cultural values reflected in
national roadmaps (Seargeant, 2008); addressing national identity
principles (Kirkgoz, 2008b); stating a position with regard to
'language' (Dixon, 2009; Seargeant, 2008); defining a firm set of
mechanisms for goal setting (Butler & Iino, 2005); and paving the
ground for practical aspects foreign language education (Silver &
Skuja-steele, 2005).

Examining these documents indicates that in spite of a plethora of
attempts made in order to improve the educational system of the
country during the last years, close attention has not been paid to
foreign language education. Of course, the fact that a separate section
has been devoted to foreign language education in The National
Curriculum Document is promising and should be appreciated.
However, there are two reasons which make the fundamental change
in the status quo of FLEP in Iran indispensable. The first one is the
shortcomings and sometimes mismatches among these documents,
and the second one is the demands of the new global village.

As far the first reason is concerned, since these documents are in
descending order, what is expected from them is that each one should
pave the ground for the other in order to narrow down the general
goals and visions into more tangible and practical objectives.
However, one cannot track this transition from general visions to
practical objectives. The National Curriculum Document, for instance,
is too brief on foreign language education neglecting many of
important issues, and sometimes, mixing the micro and macro issues.
This lack of overt FLEP in the national documents has resulted in the
dominance of covert policies. Moreover, considering the wide arena
of foreign language education and the bulky literature of each topic in
it, these documents are desperately in need of more contributions by
foreign language education experts, the fact which seems to have been
partially neglected in preparing them.

Furthermore, living in the global village makes the need to learn
English as the lingua franca of the world vitally important. In a sense,
nowadays, knowing English is intertwined with social, political,
economic, and other aspects of living. This fact has been recognized
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by many other scholars across the globe. Honna and Takeshita (2005),
for instance, maintain that “English now is an indispensable
international language. English does not belong to the elite, but it
belongs to all people. Even a limited proficiency can be useful for a
variety of purposes” (p. 375). Also, talking about the status of foreign
language education in Japan, they claim that “there is a realization
within Japan today that globalization means that the Japanese people
need a far higher level of English proficiency than hitherto been the
case” (p. 364).

Likewise, Kirkgoz (2008) contends that the spread of English has
been to a great extent due to its functions in today’s world which has
prompted governments to adjust their education policy to set the scene
for its further spread. Walraff (2000) believes that “the conventional
wisdom holds that English is destined to be the world’s lingua franca
—if'it isn’t already” (cited in Zhu 2003, p. 36). The interesting point is
that the relationship between globalization and the spread of English is
not unidirectional, only the spread being triggered by globalization,
instead some scholars have argued that globalization is itself to a large
extent an outcome of the spread of English (Tsui and Tollefson,
2007).

Also, Chang (2006) maintains that one of the functions of
globalizations is to “strengthen the position of English as a global
language” (p. 515). According to information gathered by Crystal
(1997) cited in Zhu (2003), 85% of international organizations make
official use of English, although they may not be located in an
English-speaking country, at least 85% of the world’s film market is
in English, and some 90% of published academic articles in some
academic fields are written in English. Besides “English continues to
be the chief lingua franca of the Internet — a position which is now
beginning to be acknowledged in the popular media” (Crystal, 1997,
cited in Zhu, 2003, p. 36). Given that according to the 20 year vision
of our country, Iran should be the first country in the region in all of
the developmental aspects makes it clear that coherent and well-
thought policies are needed to satisfy the needs of the students in the
global village. Today, having a reductionist approach to language
education i.e. focusing on reading and grammatical points of the
language, as it is the case in our public schools now, cannot satisfy the
needs of students in this new world. Students need to obtain, as well, a
good command of speaking, listening, and writing of English.

This status quo of foreign language education has resulted in a
sense of dissatisfaction among all of the stakeholders including
parents, students, teachers, academics, officials, etc. And there seems
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to be a consensus among all of them that this situation needs to be
changed. This demand of the society puts the burden on the shoulders
of officials in Ministry of Education and academics of the country to
develop a unified separate FLEP document for the country.

However, it is our strong belief that before embarking on any
decisions or modifications, some requirements should be set down.
First and foremost all stakeholders including general policy makers,
high ranking institutional decision makers, foreign language education
experts, private sectors and recipients of the services including
students and parents should come to a common understanding of the
issue and work in harmony. Besides, the logistics of all kinds
including human resources, financial resources, time and others of that
ilk should be taken into account, without carefully considering them
we may come up with an imaginary plan which may not be applicable.

Finally, to be effective, we propose that the document should
revisit the current foreign language education situation in at least the
following 5 dimensions: overall policies, teacher education, teaching
materials, syllabus design, and evaluation. In revisiting these
dimensions, paying a close attention to the available superordinate
documents and policies of the country (see figure 1) is desperately
needed. In other words, any modification or revision should be
consistent and in line with other superordinate documents and policies
of the country. As figure 1 shows the reform consists of both study
and executive phases. The study phase comprises 4 steps including:
Analyses of present situation, Conducting comparative studies,
Analyses of resources allocation and finally Setting the desired
situation accordingly.
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Figure 1. Schematic representation of the proposed foreign
language education reform
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Needless to say, reforms into a system about which we may have
little systematic information cannot be successful because even if the
nature of the reform itself is known, our lack of understanding about
the contexts of language teaching and learning in the country make at
least most of the reforms unsuccessful. Hence the first step is
collecting data and being aware of the present situation of foreign
language education in each of the 5 dimensions. Having known the
present situation, then, we can embark on conducting comparative
studies.

Being informed of what other countries do in their foreign
language education programs, especially those which are more similar
to our context as regards the cultural, social, and economic factors,
can be very helpful. Finally with close attention to our resources, and
based on a thorough and profound understanding of the present
situation of foreign language education in Iran and also what other
countries have done in this regard we can plan the desired situation.
This planning alone would obviously not be effective unless we then
work according to our plans and then based on a dynamic program
evaluation system modify the plan where needed hence implement the
modified plans according to the feedback of all the stakeholders.
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