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AR RAMADI, Iraq – “Repeat after me,” said 1st Lt. Mikal Shabazz, a reservist with the 304th Civil Affairs Brigade.  “As- saleem alaikam.  Again, as-saleem alaikam.  One more time, but speak a little slower and enunciate; As-saleem alaikam.  Good.”


The Arabic phrase translated in English literally means:  May (God’s) peace be upon you, according to Shabazz. The soldiers repeating Shabazz’s words are learning Arabic in one of the nightly classes he teaches.  Located at the Division Chapel, the course is open to all soldiers at Champion Base.


In a small, simple room, Arabic words and phrases are scratched in thick blue marker ink on over-sized poster paper.  Five soldiers studied the script and imitated their teacher during the evening class held November 8.  The class met for the 11th session.  


“The course work challenges your mind,” said Sgt. Shaikh Ali, a soldier with the 313th Military Intelligence Battalion, 82nd Airborne Division.  “We’ve got some great students here and they are very diligent about their work.  That’s why they show up here after working all day long.”

The course is open to all soldiers.  Ali said on some evenings, privates study next to lieutenant colonels.

According to Shabazz, the course teaches its students greetings, the alphabet and common expressions.  

Shabazz said his teaching style emphasizes transliteration – using English characters to describe Arabic sounds.  He wants his students to use all their senses in the learning process.  Everybody has different learning styles and Shabazz attempts to incorporate all styles into his class.

“My students will write Arabic, see Arabic, speak Arabic and hear Arabic and hopefully, remember Arabic,” said Shabazz.  “It’s a very old language with many sounds unique to itself.”

Shabazz said he learned Arabic by listening to tapes, reading books and asking his tutors a lot of questions in his hometown,  Philadelphia.  He thought learning all the characters and their four forms was challenging. Many students get confused because in the English language, adjectives precede nouns, whereas in Arabic the opposite is true. 

The course meets three times per week.  Usually, one lesson is studied per week, but sometimes the students learn quickly and two lessons are covered, said Shabazz.  He said he’ll teach the course until he redeploys.

Shabazz noted that class camaraderie is good and the soldiers get a chance to be in a relaxed learning environment.

When asked how he likes teaching Arabic in a Middle Eastern country, Shabazz responded, “I think this experience will be memorable.  It’s more meaningful than teaching back home in Philadelphia.”
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