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Abstract 
 

The flipped classroom model, designed to shift from lecture-based instruction to active 
learning, is examined in this paper via its recent adoption at a UAE higher education institute 
using an “imported” framework and pre-existing materials complicated by online delivery. 
The study examines the experiences of second-language learners (n = 12) through structured 
focus group discussions. Educators (n = 3) conducted 12 observations totaling 72 to 180 
hours to evaluate the model’s appropriateness. Findings highlight discrepancies between the 
model’s theoretical foundations and its practical execution in this context, necessitating 
revisions to course materials, structure, and assessments to enhance inclusivity and equity for 
learners. 
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Introduction 
 
The primary objective of this study is to investigate the challenges second language learners 
face when engaging with an “imported” flipped classroom (FP) model within a higher 
educational setting in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). This research specifically seeks to 
identify the barriers that language presents in the utilization and effectiveness of the flipped 
classroom model, which was originally developed in a Western context and later 
implemented in the UAE. Although the Flipped Classroom model promises to transform 
learning from lecture-based to student-centered, enacting active learning that helps students 
understand concepts (Al-Samarraie et al., 2020; Chen et al., 2018; Doman & Webb, 2017; 
Hamdani, 2019; Mehring, 2016), other studies reported that the flipped classroom (FP) 
encourages engagement and promotes discussion in class (Lee & Wallace, 2018; Moradi et 
al., 2020; Ramnanan & Pound, 2017). While this model promotes a shift from teacher-led 
instruction to a more student-centered approach, encouraging active learning and greater 
student responsibility, the effectiveness of this shift may be compromised in a context where 
English is not the learners' first language. Additionally, the FP model under investigation is 
Western developed with ready-made materials, which can present unique challenges, such as 
fully engaging with the FP model. This study examines these challenges, focusing on how 
language barriers affect the adaptation and success of flipped classroom strategies in a non-
native English-speaking environment. The flipped classroom model in this context is 
facilitated online; the lessons are done on a platform, and the sessions are recorded. 
Furthermore, the students are expected to interact and engage fully in class by pre-reading the 
material and engaging in various activities online, like polls, breakout rooms, and verbal 
contributions. Additionally, the activities are graded weekly without the knowledge of 
students. The latter has been enacted in the hopes of a more dynamic classroom interactions. 
Thus, the study is guided by two main questions: (1) What are students' experiences in an 
online flipped classroom model? (2) Are there any challenges to learning in the online flipped 
classroom model? The insights gained aim to offer guidance on adapting flipped classroom 
models to suit diverse student populations' linguistic and cultural contexts, ensuring that 
educational innovations are inclusive, accessible, and effective across different linguistic 
backgrounds. 
 
Theoretical Framework 
 
This study uses the integration of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) Theory and 
Constructivist Learning Theory in the flipped classroom model to explore how these 
approaches can enhance educational outcomes for second language learners. SLA Theory, 
which emphasizes the importance of input, interaction, and contextual use of language, is 
particularly well-suited to the flipped classroom model, where pre-class activities are 
structured to maximize meaningful language exposure. This framework allows learners to 
engage with language content prior to class, facilitating a more effective use of class time for 
deeper understanding and interactive practice (Ellis, 2003; Gass et al., 2008). 
 
Constructivist Learning Theory posits that learners build their own knowledge through 
experiences (Piaget, 1954). Supporting the flipped classroom methodology, this theory 
suggests that students should first encounter new materials outside of class, which then 
allows them to expand upon this initial engagement through in-class activities. This is 
particularly advantageous for second language learners, who can adjust to new linguistic 
materials at their own pace before participating in complex discussions and collaborative 
activities in the classroom setting (Vygotsky & Cole, 1978). 
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The synergistic use of these theories addresses several educational challenges faced by 
second language learners. For example, learners often suffer cognitive overload when new 
language material is presented too quickly. By processing material at their own pace outside 
the classroom, students experience enhanced comprehension and reduced cognitive load, as 
posited by cognitive load theory (Sweller, 1988). Additionally, active engagement is crucial 
for effective language learning and is maximized when students prepare before class, leading 
to more dynamic and participatory class sessions (Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2013). 
 

Methods 
 
This case study sought to explore the flipped classroom model enacted in a higher 
Educational Institution. The research site is a federal institution located in the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE) with two campuses, one in the Emirate of Abu Dhabi and the other in the 
Emirate of Dubai. The institute was founded in 1998 and serves Emirati and non-Emirati 
female and male students. Higher education in the UAE depends on English-Medium as the 
mode of instruction (Zoghbor, 2014), including this study. 
 
The study employs two data collection methods: focus group discussions and observations. 
Utilizing several forms of data helps triangulate the results and fulfill credibility. The first 
stage of the study was the focus group discussion with (n = 12) students (Table 1) selected 
based on convenience sampling, which is best suited for case studies (Cohen et al., 2018). 
While this method facilitated efficient data collection, it may limit the generalizability of the 
findings. To overcome this, the researchers utilized maximal variation method to get richer 
data (i.e, students from both campuses, various nationalities, and genders). The focus group 
protocol was guided by an outline wherein, first, the moderator highlighted the ethical 
convention, the right to withdraw, and the anonymity of their names; second, students 
introduced themselves, and the moderator asked demographic questions and school 
background experience. Later, the moderator guided the discussion on the students’ 
experiences with the flipped classroom model. 
 
Table 1 
Description of Student Participants (names are pseudonyms) 
Name  Gender Age Campus Nationality Background of 

School Type 
1. Gelila  Female 20 Abu Dhabi Ethiopian Private 
2. Desta  Female 18 Abu Dhabi Ethiopian Private 
3. Abeba  Female 20 Abu Dhabi Ethiopian Private 
4. Omar  Male 21 Dubai Emirati Private 
5. Shamsa  Female 18 Dubai Emirati Private 
6. Ismail  Male 19 Dubai Emirati Public 
7. Zahra  Female 18 Dubai Emirati Public 
8. Salama  Female 18 Abu Dhabi Emirati Public 
9. Ahmed  Male 19 Dubai Emirati Private 
10. Bedoor  Female 18 Dubai Emirati Private 
11. Noora  Female 18 Dubai Emirati Private 
12. Meera  Female 18 Dubai Emirati Private 
 
Due to the small number of participants, data saturation was not achieved for the focus group 
discussion but was accomplished from observation. Indeed, the second stage was the semi-
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structured observation, employed to discover other missed information in interviews 
(Moyles, 2002). The observations consisted of twelve observations of class recordings that 
ran for 60 to 90 minutes; the total observed hours ranged from 72 to 180 hours. Three 
observers took part (Table 2) and provided detailed observation notes. 
 
Table 2 
Description of Observers 
Observer Number  Background Teaching 

Experience 

One  Technology and 
pedagogical content 

knowledge (TPACK) 
Twenty years 

Two  Translation and 
English Teaching Ten years 

Three  Inclusive Education Nine years 

 
The data were analyzed using thematic analysis to identify recurrent themes and patterns 
(Figure 1&2). Furthermore, the researchers received ethical approval from the institution’s 
institutional review board. To avoid any potential harm or negative consequences, the 
participation of students was completely voluntary, and the students had the freedom to 
withdraw from the study. Furthermore, the researchers cross-interviewed the participants so 
they had someone other than their instructor to whom they could express their thoughts 
freely. Moreover, the consent forms clearly assured the participants that this research aimed 
only to understand their experience with the flipped classroom approach. 
 
Figure 1 
Themes From Semi-structured Interviews 
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Figure 2 
Themes From Observation 

 
Data Sources and Materials 
 
Four focus group discussions with (n = 12) students were recorded and transcribed. Some 
interviews were conducted in English or Arabic, and some in vernacular Arabic based on the 
participant’s preference. The duration of the focus group discussions spanned, on average, 90 
minutes. The transcripts were translated and shared with participants to validate or add 
additional information. Later, the data were analyzed, and to ensure trustworthiness, several 
techniques were used, such as member checking and confirming and disconfirming of 
evidence (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). The process of creating themes and coding followed 
Ryan and Bernard (2003), which includes detailed steps and results on linking the themes to a 
theoretical model. The data has been triangulated to add multiple perspectives and a richer 
understanding of the researched topic (Creswell, 2014). The data from the focus group 
discussion guided the observation as it emerged with themes on language and engagement of 
the students in the online setting. The observers were randomly assigned recorded sessions of 
two courses out of the four assigned to students to be viewed at their own time and pace. The 
observation protocol followed a semi-guided method with two scopes to focus on: (1) the use 
of language during the teaching (teacher) and learning (students) session, (2) describing 
students’ engagement during the teaching session, and a third section where the observer can 
freely highlight any other topic. Further, the observers were given a brief introduction to the 
purpose of the study with no further details from the focus group discussions to avoid 
attentional bias to the lesson's content. Two observers provided an etic perspective as they 
had not instructed students in the FP model, and one provided an emic perspective to the 
observations. 
 

Results 
 
Students’ Experiences 
 
The selection of "Language as the Steering Wheel" and "Engagement - a Double-Edged 
Sword" as primary themes for this study is rooted in their critical relevance to understanding 
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the experiences of second language learners in the flipped classroom model. Language 
proficiency, a vital element of student interaction with educational content, serves as a pivotal 
barrier impacting both comprehension and engagement. Additionally, examining engagement 
as a nuanced, multifaceted theme reveals how it varies among students and is influenced by 
language barriers and cultural differences. Together, these themes provide crucial insights 
into the challenges and dynamics of implementing flipped classrooms in linguistically diverse 
settings. 
 
Language as the Steering Wheel 
 
The students discussed the use of language in the flipped classroom as a challenge in two 
ways: (1) as part of the pre-class preparation material and (2) during class discussions. The 
first is important to be accomplished as the method of teaching depends on the learners’ 
participation and engagement. Shamsa explains, “I do the readings but I get confused, and I 
don’t understand, if only the material was summarized to one or two pages so I can digest it 
before class.” Ismail has also added his point of view and compared the level to high school, 
“The vocabulary is bigger and stronger, unlike in school, I use Google Translate to 
understand the words.” Noora had the same but added her personal feelings, “I don’t 
understand what I read, but I just keep reading reading, reading to satisfy my conscience.” 
Ahmed and Abeba both commented on the amount of reading required and Abeba elaborated, 
“One thing I would recommend is making the workload a bit less for students to be more 
engaged because sometimes the pre-class work are really a lot that it takes up attention to 
finish the readings rather than understanding those things.” Bedoor voiced other students' 
experiences as she narrated, “From my experience, there were students that did not know 
English so much. So when they are struggling, they were coming to us as students.”  
 
Engagement – A Double-Edged Sword 
 
Another important theme that is the essence of flipped classrooms is the students' 
engagement. Indeed, the latter is the drive of the pedagogy and the means of success in 
flipped classrooms. The students commended the online mode for helping them engage as 
they reported on the “emoji functions” and “breakout rooms,” but they were less keen on 
verbal contributions and polls as they are connected to assessments. On the other hand, the 
observers noted the tardiness of students, lack of participation during “breakout sessions,” 
and overall disparities in engagement in activities within the lesson. Salama added another 
angle by saying, “How do they compare the students to each other in terms of participation? I 
mean, we are different. We are not the same.” When asked about improving his skills and 
performance in the flipped classroom, Omar answered, “No, my grade is not that great!” As 
for Meera, she described her engagement level as she said, “Maybe at first, I feel lost, but 
once the professor goes through them. Yeah, it makes sense to me.” 
 
Observers’ Notes 
 
Similar to the students’ voiced concerns, the observers mentioned the language level. 
Observer three commended the use of the mother tongue to help ease the lesson and using 
videos and discussions during class to clarify concepts. Furthermore, observer One noted the 
following, “the need for the teacher to probe extensively to get answers suggests that some 
students may require additional support or motivation to participate actively.” Observer three 
mentioned that students were more engaged when discussing real-life situations rather than 
rigid concepts. In fact, the comment is highly critical given that the observer witnessed two 
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courses, one that had topics such as “executive function, disorders, etc.…” and the second 
had concepts such as “heuristics, biases, deductive and inductive reasoning.” 
 
The three observers noted another concern, which is inclusivity in the flipped classroom (see 
Figure 2). Observer one related it to cultural factors and the fact of lower participation by the 
female students. Observer Two noted higher productivity in writing tasks during lessons than 
in verbal communication. Verbal communication has been documented as a challenge for 
second language learners compared to other skills (Alrasheedi, 2020; Evans & Green, 2007; 
Hyland, 1997; Leong & Ahmadi, 2017). Observer three reported that the teaching mode was 
non-accessible for special educational needs students. Hence, this suggests a lack of 
engagement in the FP model; engagement is divided into three components: behavioral, 
emotional, and cognitive (Fredricks et al., 2004). The study's data, including students’ 
narratives and observers' notes, show challenges in both. Behavioral engagement includes the 
aptitude to participate in and execute tasks and coursework. Emotional includes the stress 
level reported by students as engagement is connected to their everyday assessment during 
the online flipped class. The cognitive engagement was reported in the coursework and 
language level (Table 3). The challenge of online teaching has been documented in several 
studies in the United Arab Emirates with a similar population of undergraduate students for 
whom English is not their mother tongue (Al Maktoum et al., 2024; Mohebi & Meda, 2021). 
 
Table 3 
Engagement Division Based on Fredricks, Blumenfeld & Paris (2004) 
Type of Engagement  Students’ Views Observer’s Note 
Behavioral  Coursework – load  

Attendance–technology 
issues  
Participation – cultural and 
linguistic 

Tardiness  

Emotional  Amount of stress  
Satisfaction of course  

Teacher mediating – low 
participation and 
involvement from students  

Cognitive  Attention issues  
Heavy workload  

Challenge of concepts  

 
Discussion and Conclusion 

 
The FP model was introduced to renew the traditional teaching method in the higher 
education institute under study to involve students better and engage them in learning. Hence, 
the data of this study shows that disparities have been added among learners, mainly in the 
shape of language and overall competence, far away from the true meaning of the FP class. 
The inadvertent consequences of importing a model have been documented in the same 
context when gender and culture have not been integrated (Wagner & Bogiages, 2020). 
Moreover, Michael (2006) states that active learning is bound to context, learners, and the 
teachers’ background and competence in teaching; he further adds, “Active learning doesn’t 
just happen” (p.164). Furthermore, the FP material, like videos, is a way to give simple aids 
for conceptual and complicated theoretical concepts (Agirman & Ercoskun, 2022). Gauging 
the material to the student’s level of English is an important factor in engagement and a way 
to have culturally responsive teaching (Banks & Banks, 2019; Gay, 2018; Villegas & Lucas, 
2002); it is even more critical if the material is not relatable to the student’s context. 
Additionally, Butt (2014) stresses the importance of aligning the course material to the course 
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outcomes and cautions on the burden and time spent to prepare and deliver a flipped 
classroom, making it an unsustainable approach in education. The latter is especially relevant 
in this context, as two of the students in this study revealed their intention to return to the 
traditional route rather than the FP classroom model. Thus, decision makers need to use 
empirical studies to attune the model to students’ needs better. As such, students can describe 
their experiences with tangible examples that can be revised; examples are the quantity of 
materials, and the language used. The institute can dedicate a team of educators, like the 
observers of the study, that can alter and adapt the material to make learning accessible for 
all. 
 
 

Acknowledgments 
 
The authors thank all the participating students. Their engagement and participation provided 
valuable insights into the flipped classroom model. The authors thank all the participating 
observers who have dedicated time and effort and have enriched the study. 
 
 
  

The European Conference on Education 2025 Official Conference Proceedings

ISSN: 2188-1162 34



References 
 
Agirman, N., & Ercoskun, M. H. (2022). History of the flipped classroom model and uses of 

the flipped classroom concept. International Journal of Curriculum and Instructional 
Studies, 12(1), 78–88. 

 
Al Maktoum, S. B., Abri, B., & Guirguis, B. M. (2024). Repair Strategies in an English as a 

Foreign Language Online Educational Setting: A Case Study of Higher Education 
Studies. International Journal of Learning in Higher Education, 32(1), 1. 

 
Alrasheedi, S. (2020). Investigation of Factors Influencing Speaking Performance of Saudi 

EFL Learners (SSRN Scholarly Paper 3764220). 
https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=3764220 

 
Al-Samarraie, H., Shamsuddin, A., & Alzahrani, A. I. (2020). A flipped classroom model in 

higher education: A review of the evidence across disciplines. Educational 
Technology Research and Development, 68(3), 1017–1051. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11423-019-09718-8 

 
Banks, J. A., & Banks, C. A. M. (2019). Multicultural education: Issues and perspectives. 

John Wiley & Sons. 
 
Bernard, H. R., Wutich, A., & Ryan, G. W. (2016). Analyzing Qualitative Data: Systematic 

Approaches. SAGE Publications. 
 
Butt, A. (2014). Student views on the use of a flipped classroom approach: Evidence from 

Australia. Business Education & Accreditation, 6(1), 33–43. 
 
Chen, K.-S., Monrouxe, L., Lu, Y.-H., Jenq, C.-C., Chang, Y.-J., Chang, Y.-C., & Chai, P. 

Y.-C. (2018). Academic outcomes of flipped classroom learning: A meta-analysis. 
Medical Education, 52(9), 910–924. https://doi.org/10.1111/medu.13616 

 
Creswell, J. W. (2014). A Concise Introduction to Mixed Methods Research. SAGE 

Publications. 
 
Doman, E., & Webb, M. (2017). The Flipped Experience for Chinese University Students 

Studying English as a Foreign Language. TESOL Journal, 8(1), 102–141. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/tesj.264 

 
Ellis, R. (2003). Task-based Language Learning and Teaching. Oxford University Press. 
 
Evans, S., & Green, C. (2007). Why EAP is necessary: A survey of Hong Kong tertiary 

students. Journal of English for Academic Purposes, 6(1), 3–17. 
 
Fredricks, J. A., Blumenfeld, P. C., & Paris, A. H. (2004). School Engagement: Potential of 

the Concept, State of the Evidence. Review of Educational Research, 74(1), 59–109. 
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543074001059 

 
Gass, S. M., Plonsky, L., Behney, J., & Selinker, L. (2008). Second Language Acquisition: 

An Introductory Course (3rd ed.). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203932841 

The European Conference on Education 2025 Official Conference Proceedings

ISSN: 2188-1162 35



Gay, G. (2018). Culturally Responsive Teaching: Theory, Research, and Practice, Third 
Edition. Teachers College Press. 

 
Hamdani, M. (2019). Effectiveness of flipped classroom (FC) method on the development of 

English language learning of the high school students in Ahwaz. International 
Journal of Applied Linguistics and English Literature, 8(2), 12–20. 

 
Hyland, K. (1997). Is EAP necessary? A survey of Hong Kong undergraduates. Asian 

Journal of English Language Teaching, 7(2), 77–99. 
 
Larsen-Freeman, D., & Anderson, M. (2013). Techniques and principles in language 

teaching (3rd ed.). Oxford University Press. 
 
Lee, G., & Wallace, A. (2018). Flipped Learning in the English as a Foreign Language 

Classroom: Outcomes and Perceptions. TESOL Quarterly, 52(1), 62–84. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/tesq.372 

 
Leong, L.-M., & Ahmadi, S. M. (2017). An Analysis of Factors Influencing Learners’ 

English Speaking Skill. International Journal of Research in English Education, 2(1), 
34–41. https://doi.org/10.18869/acadpub.ijree.2.1.34 

 
Mehring, J. (2016). Present Research on the Flipped Classroom and Potential Tools for the 

EFL Classroom. Computers in the Schools, 33(1), 1–10. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/07380569.2016.1139912 

 
Michael, J. (2006). Where’s the evidence that active learning works? Advances in Physiology 

Education, 30(4), 159–167. https://doi.org/10.1152/advan.00053.2006 
 
Mohebi, L., & Meda, L. (2021). Trainee teachers’ perceptions of online teaching during field 

experience with young children. Early Childhood Education Journal, 49(6), 1189–
1198. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-021-01235-9 

 
Moradi, Z., Dowlatabadi, H. R., Amerian, M., & Fathi, J. (2020). The effect of flipping a 

foreign language writing course on writing performance and writing motivation. 
Teaching English as a Second Language Quarterly (Formerly Journal of Teaching 
Language Skills), 39(3.2), 35–65. 

 
Moyles, J. (2002). Observation as a research tool. Research Methods in Educational 

Leadership and Management, 172–195. 
 
Piaget, J. (1954). The construction of reality in the child. Basic Books. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/11168-000 
 
Ramnanan, C., & Pound, L. (2017). Advances in medical education and practice: Student 

perceptions of the flipped classroom. Advances in Medical Education and Practice, 
Volume 8, 63–73. https://doi.org/10.2147/AMEP.S109037 

 
Sweller, J. (1988). Cognitive load during problem solving: Effects on learning. Cognitive 

Science, 12(2), 257–285. 
 

The European Conference on Education 2025 Official Conference Proceedings

ISSN: 2188-1162 36



Teddlie, C., & Tashakkori, A. (2009). Foundations of mixed methods research: Integrating 
quantitative and qualitative approaches in the social and behavioral sciences. Sage. 

 
Villegas, A. M., & Lucas, T. (2002). Preparing culturally responsive teachers: Rethinking the 

curriculum. Journal of Teacher Education, 53(1), 20–33. 
 
Vygotsky, L. S., & Cole, M. (1978). Mind in Society: Development of Higher Psychological 

Processes. Harvard University Press. 
 
Wagner, B., & Bogiages, C. (2020). Using Culturally Responsive Teaching to Adapt a 

Flipped Class for Undergraduate Emirati Learners. Journal of Teacher Action 
Research, 7(1). 
http://www.practicalteacherresearch.com/uploads/5/6/2/4/56249715/volume_7_issue_
1_2020.pdf#page=126 

 
Zoghbor, W. S. (2014). English Varieties and Arab Learners in the Gulf Cooperation Council 

(GCC) Countries: Attitude and Perception. Arab World English Journal, 5(2). 
 
 
Contact email: Sana.Almaktoum@zu.ac.ae 

The European Conference on Education 2025 Official Conference Proceedings

ISSN: 2188-1162 37




