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TECHNICAL NOTE

ENGLISH IN TERTIARY EDUCATION POST-
ARABICIZATION IN SUDAN: AN ANALYTIC STUDY

By:
ABDALLA YASSIN ABDALLA'

ABSTRACT

This paper attempts to look into the aims and objectives of teaching
English as a university required subject which is supposed to be
taught, according to the policies of Higher Education, 1o all
umversity students regardless of their specialities or levels and which
15 supposed, at least formally, to. be one of the components in the
student’s final academic award Consequently, this article will
explore what actually goes on_at tertiary institutions regarding the
role and status of English.
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INTRODUCTION | _

English Language Teaching | (ELT), is deeply rooted in the
educational system in Sudan.  lis history can be traced back to the
beginming of British rule which started. in 1898 = Since then it has
gone  through vanous stages and developments due 10 different
factors political, social, economic and educational Hence current
problems and difficulties facing ELT in Sudan could be better
undersiood and dealt with it ~seen in the context of these historical
developments  So. in order to investigate the issue under discussion,
it would perhaps be more appropriate to try first to put it in its right
perspective by providing background information about the global
status of the English language today as well as about ELT before we
discuss tMmﬁunmm&mewmmm
n pmlcuhr

THE STATUS OF !HGLHHIHTH!WLIDTOM‘I'.
Enghsh now is the pnnc:pd' ‘international language of
communication  Its dominance, particalarly in the fields of science
and commerce in such a relatively short period. is unprecedented in
history.  Quirk (1985:1) [1] | states that just within four centuries
English " has become a language on which the sun does not set,
whose users never sleep” Mormvm' Mlckay and Mountford
(1978:7) 2] report ol
" As:long as 1957 UNESCO reported that nearly two thirds of

engincering literature appears in English but more than two thirds of
the world's professional engineers can not read English }

Furthermore, it 15 estimated that more than half of the research
papers _ published in the world are published in the English language.
(Swales 1987 42) [3]
However, there is no one single explanation as to why English has
gained such status  But on the top comes the factor of politics and
power  The spread and decline of languages is closely linked with
political and economic power Here the most quoted reasons ark the
influence of Britain in the 19" century and the influence of the
UUS A inthe 20" century
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But unlike the case of other languages. this influence has gone
beyond the sphere of politics Even after disintegration of the British-
empire, English has continued to be needed as lingua franca within
and without multi-racial and multi-lingual communmities. Strevens
(1977 10) [4] summarizes these needs as Tollows.

" English has been employed as a natural fink within multi-racial,
multi-lingual societies as a vehicle for international communication,
global carrier-wave for news, information, entertainment and
admimstration and as the language in which has taken place the
genesis of the second industrial and scientific revolution *

Hence, there is a world-wide need for learning English at least for its
utilitarian and pragmatic benefits as a u‘ﬁveml language for
international communication particularly in the fields of science.
business and education :
Having now highlighted the significance of English in the world
today it seems appropriate to pause and look at English from an
applied linguistics perspective for that would bring us closer to the
themes of this paper, namely, the aims and objectives of teaching
Linglish in tertiary education post-Arabicization.  The subsequent
sections will deal briefly with English language teaching (ELT).

As the diagram above shows, ELT is divided into three main
branches English as a Mother Language, English as a Second
Language ( e it has an official status and a recognized function)
and English as a Foreign Language Furthermore, EFL has two
branches GPE which primarily focuses on linguistics and literature
and ESP whichis further divided into EAP and EOP.
However, after Arabicization of tertiary education in the early 1990s,
the ambiguity surrounding the status of English in Sudan seems to be
settled It is now a foreign language and it should be taugh
consequently as EFL. Now the question which poses itself is. which
of the two branches of EFL (GPE/ESP) should be taught in termiany
edugation ? Before we can answer this question we need 10 answer
et another question what distingwishes ESP from GPE? This will be
the theme of the next scction.
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English Language Teaching (ELT):
ELT can be perceived as a tree with branches and sub-branches as
the following diagram shows:
ELT
EML ESL EFL
(English as (English as (English as
a Mother a Second a Foreign
Language) Language) Language)

GPE ESP
(General Purpose English) (English for Specific Purposes)

!

l

Linguistics Literature EAP EOP
(English for (English for

Academic Occupational

Purposes) Purposes)
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ESP versus GPE:

The demands imposed on English as an international language.
particularly n the fields of science and commerce, have resulted in
the emergence and expansion of ane particular aspect of ELT,
namely ESP, where English is taught as an instrument and as an
auxiliary means and not as the case in GPE where English 1s taught
as an end in nself  ESP seeks to provide the language learners with a
restricted practical commumicative competence 10 enable them to
cope successfully in certain fields such as science and commerce,
with clearly defined tasks specified in advance, GPE, on the other
hand. seeks to provide the language learners with general creative
and gencrative language capability to enable them to cope wirth
undefined and unspecified situations when they arise in future after
the end of the course (Widdowson, 1983)(5]. In ESP what is 1aught
m the classroom corresponds closely 1o what the learner encounters
outside the classroom whereas in GPE what is taught in the
classroom is a transmional contrivance or device for the purpose of
providing  the language learners with creative language capability to
enable them to cope with broad unspecified mms in future. So
contrary to the GPE learner. the ESP learner knows in advance
where he/she will use the language he has been taught e g Medical
English and Business English will be used in the fields of medicine
and business respectively

However, the emergence of ESP as a discipline in the 1960s can be
attnibuted largely to the coincidental combination of three important
factors:

The need of the newly independent countries for English as an
instrument  for their economic and social development, particularly in
the field of science and technology, rather than a vehicle of culiure
The developments in lingusstics in the 1960s and 1970s led to the
wrend towards the study of language in its social context and towards
the study of actual use of language for communication, These
developments were in line with what ESP imends to achieve in
meeting the specific communicative needs of specific language
learners in specific fields
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The developments in education shified the focus of attention from the
teacher 10 the leamer in terms  of his needs intetests and attitudes
The relevance of the course 1o the leamers' needs is vital in ESP
Moreover | there was a trend towards what is practical in education
According to Clark (1987)[ 6] in EFL the tocus should be on the
practical abiity to communicate  This is no doubt is compatible with
ESP which nims at successful performance in the target language
situation rather than in the lingusitic competence for its own sake
To recapitulate, the growth and expansion of ESP can be attributed
1o the status of English as & umversal ingua franca particularly in the
fields of science and commerce and the demands made on 1t from the
newly independent countries  The whole process of ESP was
accelerated by concurrent developments in  the fields of lingustics
and education in the 1960s and 1970s

Now after this general survey of the current status of the English
language in the world today and the developments in ELT which
resulted in the emergence and growth of ESP, we will proceed 10
look imo the situation in Sudan in an attempt to identify the new role
of teaching English in rertiary education post-Arbicization.

English in the Sudan: A History of Cultural Conflict

The history of the English language in the Sudan can be traced
back 1o the beginning of British rule (1898-1956) According to
Sandell (1982:5)(7] * the administration of British rule had begun
and with it the English language found a foothold in an alien land
dominated by Arabic and Islam *

Right from the start, the general policy of education was planned to
serve the political and economic interests of the  Colonial
Government It aimed at "setting nothing on foot that has no vital
connection with the economic needs of the country (Sudan
Government Annual Report 1900 66) [8)

Moreover, in a famous memorandum on the general policy of
education in the Sudan Lord Cormer, the British High Commissioner
in Cairo, wrote to Lord Kitchener and 1o Sir .Imnﬂ&trne.lhn first
- director of Education in the Sudan -
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* 1 ' wish, however, to explain what | mean by an educated class 1 do
not refer to high education. What is required is 10 imparnt such a
knowledge of reading. witing and anthmetic to a certan number of
young men as will enable them 1o occupy with advantage the
MMmuwﬂanw (cited in
Tigani, 1966:TH2).

Thus, in the light of this edw.umll policy the role of teaching
English was instrumental, utilitanan and vocational 1o quahfy
subordinate employees for work in the Government. English was not
to be taught for broad educational and cultural advantages but only
for restnicted unilitanan purposes

MCm{lmﬁlﬂlD]dﬂwnuMﬂnpwpdq

towards Enghsh teaching in Sudan i the followng exuact”
* | ofien hear an opmion expressed which | deem a permicious
fallacy. It is that n is worthwhile establishing schools for the
teaching of English for the sake of the supposed political advantages
which such teaching indirectly conliers upon the governing class. As a
matter of fact, | hold the exact contrary, and | believe that for one
political difficulty you remove by the teaching of English, you create
a dozen | consider at present only those boys should learn English
who  are subsequently going to make use of it in Government service
of in commercial pursuit in which such knowledge is necessary
Schools for this purpose should be good, and it 1s nearly as important
that at present they should be few.”

In the light of what has been mentioned earlier in this paper such
utilitanan approach towards the teaching of Enghsh falls within the
domamm of ESP. although the acronym 'ESF was not specifically
mentioned.

These educational policies provided the aims and objectives of the
study in the Gordon Memonal College which was established in

1902, Enghsh was the medium of instruction in the senior forms of
the college Translation was taught as separate subject. The aim
was to graduate clerks, translators and other subordinate employees
for the Government machinery. - . :
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In 1929 the Department of Education set up a commussion to
review the educational svstem with special reference to Gordon
Memorial College Interestingly the Commission recommended .
among other things. teaching what we mught call "ESP” in the final
two years of the college The report specifically recommended
teaching “the kind of English according to the kind of career which
the pupil proposes * (Sudan Government 1929:28) [11].

Commenting on such recommendation which calls for teaching
ESP, Sandell (1982 21)[7] states. "It is fascinating to & modern
scholar that fifty vears ago there were pleas for the serious
consideration of an English for Specific Purposes (ESP) approach to
English language teaching *

However, this ESP trend seemed to dominate the scene until 1937
In that year, the Government invited what was called De la Warr
Commission to report on the educational system in the Sudan. Its
recommendations turned out to be an important' landmark in the
history of education in the Sudan, for they called for a more liberal
education to replace the restricted vocationism which characterized
the system

As far as English was concerned. a new syllabus for the Secondary
Stage was designed to meet the requirements of the Cambridge
Overseas Examination It was a flexible syllabus with a marked bias
towards liternture and formal grammar It was typically a GPE
approach  Hence, English came to be taught for broad educational
and cultural aims and as an end in itself’

English by then had established itself as the official medium of
instruction in both Secondary Stage and post-secondary stage. This
situation continued up to 1965 when Arabw¢ started to replace
gradually English as medium of instruction in the Secondary Stage
However.  English continued to function as medium of instruction in
tertiary education  But this duality of using two languages as media
of instruction in education created problems and difficulties as we
shall see later

The period which followed Arabicization of the Secondary Stage
witnessed more deterioration in the standards of English which were
already showing signs of decline as the following table indicates:
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Sudan School Certificate Examinations: Percentage of Success
in English

" Academic | 1960 | 1964 | 1965 | 1966 | 1967 [ 1% | 1980 | 1970 | 1971 | 97
s

8 ) |84 |62 |79 (48 |1 |a4 |3 (@ W
il e | "a J_':_ oy s ) b 1 s S b} "a

Source Mimistry of Education, Examinations Office, Khartoum

In tertiary education where English continued 10 be the medium of
instruction, this decling in the standards of English began to pose an
academic problem for the universities Many students failed to cope
with their English-medium studies According to Macmillan
(1970:20)(12]. a professor of English at University of Khartoum,”
the rapid decline of English is an immediate threat to the academic
standards and to the future of English as an effective second
language ”

Hence, as a necessary adjustment and as a response 1o this decline
of standards in English, the need was felt for teaching English for
Specific Purposes (ESP) courses in the English-medium institutions
in higher education to enable studemts to cope with their English-
medium studies

Consequently in 1973 the English Language Service Unit (ELSU)
at University of Khartoum was set up and was soon followed by
similar  servicing umits in other tertiary institutions such as University
of Gezira, University of Juba and Khartoum Polytechnic, the
ancestor of the present Sudan University of Science and Technology
(SUST) . So ESP appeared again but this time as a discipline in its
own right under the acronvm "ESP" unlike the case in 1927 when it
was recommended as a general approach in teaching English,

The Mmmdtsrmmmmmwmm
extent, 1o improvement of the students standards in English and that
consequently led to better performance in their specialties  But
unfortunately the unclear and ambiguous status of ESP as auxiliary
service subject encouraged the students as well as many of the staff
members (o view it as a second-rate subject as it was reflected often

o S ——— — —— e —
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The |mmmu¢mmmmﬂm
in the Sudan Arabic has replaced English as medium of instruction in
tertiary education and consequently has now rightfully regained its
ground as the domunant language in the country and as the medium
of mstruction in the entire system of education

The change from English-medium 1o Arabic-medium seemed to
have settled lhemhpmnmuﬁnﬂimﬁuhinlhc&mn The role
of English now is that of a foreign language (EFL) an it should be
treated within this context and not as it used to be before 1990 when
it was considered as second language. at least nominally, as the
official medium of instruction while Arabic. in one way or another
was the defacto medium of instruction in many tertiary institutions.

Now the important question which poses itself is What are the
aims and objectives of teaching English at tertiary mstitutions post-
Arabicization”

Beanng in mind the universal status of English in the world today
as the lingua franca of science and technology and as the prncipal
language of commerce and communication as well as the
developments in ELT inside and outside the mnm
earlier in this paper, it appears logical and educationally
to see the aims and objectives of teaching English 1o students in
tertiary education as an instrument for primarily gaining access to
specialized information and skills m their specialties and for
up with developments in their fields particularly in m “and
technology ~ Strevens (1970 272){13] appears to support these
conclusions  He states that "EFL.  should be taught for science and
through science in the first mstance ™ This s because university
students encounter most of their difficulties in the field of science
when they use English as a foreign language Such role of English,
however, falls within the domam of ESP/EAP (English for Specific
Purposes  Fnglish for Academic Purposes) where Enghsh is not
taught for its own sakeé hmibrpm-lml utilitarian purposes as an
imstrument and & means for ensbling them 1o gain access 1o
information in their fields lhlnqgh the use of anlilh
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The branch of ESP which is normally taught at tertiary institutions
is called EAP (English for Academic Purposes). By nts very nature as
a disciphne taught within' the curricula of these educational
institutions EAP combines the characteristics of both GPE (General
Purpose Enghsh ) with its broad educational aims and those of ESP
with its practical immediate and mstrumental/utilitarian purposes

CONCLUSlﬂN: - '

To sum up, the history of the English language teaching in the

Sudan dates back to the beginming of British rule (1898-1956) It
was first taught in a restricted way for practical and instrumental
purposes as a means for qualifyng subordinate employees for the
service of the government machinery It was largely an ESP
approach  This restricted vocatiomsm in education continued up 10
1937 when it was replaced by a more liberal education where English
came to be taught for broad educational ams with a marked bias
towards literature and grammar  In 19635 English was replaced by
Arabic as medium of instruction in the Secondary Stage though it
continued 10 be medium of mstruction in tertiary education
However, the decline of the standards of English, particularly in the
late 19605 began 1o pose an academic problem for many umversity
students failed 10 cope with their English-medium studies.  Hence the
need was fell for teaching ESP courses as a language problem
solution.  Morgover, Arabicization of tertiary education in the early
1990s seemed 1o have settled the ambiguous status of the English
language in the Sudan.
English is now a foreign language and it should be treated as such
Furthermore, the role of teaching English at tertiary institutions is
seen larpely as an ESP/EAP role to enable students o gam access 1o
specialized information  in therr respective speciaities through the
use of Enghsh.

Now the study of English in tertiary institutions is a state policy as
well as a university requirement  Accordingly it has presumably
become a compulsory and an exammable subject for all university
students regardless of their levels or specalties But much of the
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trouble facing ESP and ESP teachers seems to spring largely from
the ambiguous and uncertain status of ESP in the universities It is a
result of what Graves (1975) [14] calls ‘the formal and informal
order’ which refers 10 how an institution s supposed to work
according 1o official policies and how it actually works as perceived
and operated by its members. Thus although English is now a
compulsory and an examinable subject across the whole university
according to official policies, what actually goes on in many
university departments is often inconsistent with these policies and a1
umes even resistant 1o them  There are often marked variations at
tertiary institutions regarding its academic weight as well as the
scope and number of hours allocated to it Such negative practices
often reflect negatively upon the ESP teachers and affect their
position particularly those who are recruited as "instructors”

However, Yassin (1999 214)[15] identifies the top five problems
which appear to be facing ESP/EAP ai the universities in the Sudan
m rank order as follows
| ambiguity and uncertainty of ESP/EAP status as well as that of its
teachers
2 lack of suitable teaching matenals and pnmimg facilities.

3 ESP/EAP 1eacher training

4 Timetabling

5. Class size

Hence, any attempt to upgrade the standards of English in tertury
education wm the Sudan should address these problems as 1op
prionties,

Last but not least it rmght be appropnate to round off this article by
refernng again 1o the nvalry between Arabic and English in the
Sudan as reflected by the continuous swinging of the pendulum
between them throughout the 20™ century. It was a rivairy that
could be viewed in its wider comtext as & cultural conflict between an
invading foreign culture and a resisting local culture  Early in this
paper | have quoted Sandell (1982.3)| 7] saving that * administration
of’ Braush rule had begun and with ot the English language found a
foothold wm an  alien land dominated by Arabic and Islam. " Now the
paradox here s that just exactly a century afier British conguest the
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“alien land” is again dominated by Arabic and Islam and again the
threats of a foreign invasion from the same political quarters are
looming over the country It is really one of the iromes of history in
this country. History really repeats itself!
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