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prior learningissues 1
These fact sheets have been developed by the AMEP Research Centre to provide AMEP teachers with information
on areas of professional concern. They provide a summary as well as identifying some annotated references that can
be used to broaden knowledge and extend understanding. These references can be obtained through the AMEP
Resource Centre at rescentr@nceltr.mq.edu.au
The AMEP Fact sheets have been funded by the Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs
through the AMEP Special Projects Research Program, and have been informed by the Australian-based research that
the program has funded. The AMEP Fact sheets can be accessed through the Professional Connections website:
http://www.nceltr.mq.edu.au/pdamep

Table 2:

The issues
Learners from Iraq and the Horn of Africa may have
had educational experiences in their first culture that
are very different from current practice in Australia
today. This fact sheet outlines some of the traditions
of literacy and schooling that may influence how
clients from these groups approach learning in AMEP
classrooms.

Horn of Africa Iraq

The extent of prior schooling
among these groups
Table 1 shows the extent to which clients from these
groups have had schooling prior to their arrival in
Australia.
Table 1:

Extent of previous literacy and primary
schooling among target groups1
Literacy

Primary schooling

Country

Male

Female

(% of population)

Eritrea

66%

39%

31%

Ethiopia

43%

32%

28%

Somalia

36%

14% (est)

Sudan

69%

45%

51%

Iraq

71%

45%

93%
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No data available

2.1%

2.4%

No schooling

7.4%

1.8%

1–7 years

19.2%

21.1%

8–10 years

20.3%

23.9%

11–12 years

49.3%

47.8%

1.5%

3%

13+ years
TOTAL

100%

100%

As Table 2 shows, the majority of AMEP clients from
the target groups have had some schooling. For
both groups, nearly half have had 11–12 years of
schooling, and many have had 8–10 years. However,
it should be noted that, in comparison with Iraq, a
larger percentage of clients from the Horn of Africa
have had no schooling (7.4% compared with 1.8%).

Goals for schooling

9%

As can be seen from Table 1, although rates of
literacy and primary schooling are low among the
target groups, males are more likely to be literate
and therefore to have had experience of school.
Although a generous definition of literacy has been
used, it is clear that more than half the populations
of Sudan and Iraq experience some kind of formal
education, while the population of Eritrea, Ethiopia
and Somalia are much less likely to have been to
school. However, since all these areas have experienced serious conflict in recent years, these figures
are not totally reliable.

Schooling background of AMEP clients
from the target groups

It is important to note that the goals for schooling
set by different societies can be very diverse. For
example, while State schools in Australia are not
allowed to teach religion, in contrast, the first two of
the five major purposes of Sudanese education, as
stipulated in the law, are:
1

The consolidation of the religious doctrine.

2

The establishment of an independent society,
and the trust in God and in self-reliance.
(UNESCO: The EFA 2000 Assessment Country Reports for
Sudan)

Thus, clients may have had a very different kind
of schooling in their country of origin. They may
also have expectations – about the moral role of
teachers, the nature of language and literacy, and
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how applicable the skills learned in school are to
everyday life – that differ from the goals of the AMEP.

The cultural context of schooling in Iraq
and the Horn of Africa
Much of the Middle East and Northern Africa have a
very long and strong Islamic tradition, and the
Koran and its study in the Arabic language have
played a crucial role. Central to the maintenance of
this tradition has been the Koranic school. Even
in those countries with strong Christian or Judaic
communities, such as Ethiopia (where 50% of the
population are Muslim), approaches to education
have been greatly influenced by the values and
pedagogy found in Koranic schools.

Koranic schools
Koranic schools range from large, well-resourced
seats of learning in the cities, to poor, one-room,
single-teacher institutions which may be the only
source of education for rural communities. As with
any system of education, there is a wide variety
in the type of knowledge and skills offered in
different schools. However, all share the crucial goal
of teaching children the word of God as it is written
in the Koran.
The Koran was given orally to the Prophet
Muhammad by the Archangel Gabriel. Muhammad,
who could not read or write, recited the Koran by
heart to his companions, and it was transmitted in
oral form until it was written down some years later.
The Koran is considered to be the most pure and
beautiful form of classical Arabic, and is regarded
as immutable, so that it may not be changed or
translated. This has had several consequences for
education in Koranic schools.
Firstly, the Koran can only be studied in Arabic,
which is often remote from the language of the
home, not only in the Horn of Africa where many
different languages are spoken, but also in Iraq,
where other varieties of Arabic are used for everyday communication. Moreover, because of its sacred
nature, the Koran cannot be simplified or modified
for pedagogical purposes as we might with any
other foreign language text, but must be learned in
its original written form in the manner of poetry.
Where Koranic schools are the only source of
education, children may only learn religious literacy
and not a literacy that is functional for everyday
living, and this in a language which is not their home
language. They may view the products of formal
learning in school as of limited applicability to their
everyday life.
The Koran is also highly abstract and metaphorical.
Comprehension is challenging. As the word of God,
correct interpretation by an expert is required, but
2
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the appropriate phrasing and pronunciation of the
text are not always evident in the written classical
Arabic text. Thus, study must be guided by an
expert who knows how the text should be read and
can provide the necessary oral models. The teacher
in a Koranic school should therefore be a master of
Islamic jurisprudence, although levels of expertise
may range from barely literate with limited religious
training in the countryside to expert scholar in the
city. This teacher is therefore traditionally regarded
as the expert who must supply the ‘right’ answer.
Recitation of the Koran is an integral part of Muslim
prayer and ritual, and memorisation of the text is
a traditional cornerstone of the faith. This means
that the ability to recite from the Koran verbatim
from memory is highly prized, and the rote learning
and recitation of large sections of the Koran are
considered to be an essential part of study.
However, critics argue that while this approach to
pedagogy emphasises the development of a child’s
memory, it also encourages the habit of learning
without understanding, and comes at the expense of
the development of the imagination.
(For a more detailed discussion of the educational
systems in Iraq and the Horn of Africa, see the
relevant AMEP Country profiles fact sheet.)

Possible impact on expectations
of learning English
Such early educational experiences may influence
learners’ expectations of the nature of language and
literacy, and of what a teacher and a student should
do in the classroom. There may be an expectation
that the teacher will be a moral model who provides
the correct answer, explains everything and directs
learning very closely. They may expect to rote-learn
and reproduce language they have been told is
correct, rather than deduce patterns and use
language for communication. In addition, the focus
on everyday language in AMEP classes may seem
unfamiliar and even inappropriate to those for
whom emphasis has previously been on poetry and
the immutable word of God.

What the teacher can do
Be aware that:
•

student expectations of the teacher may extend
to moral attitudes in everyday life

•

students expect the teacher to be the expert and
to act like one.

Understand that:
•

students may need to be given clear models and
constant feedback on accuracy
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•

students’ implicit views of language learning
may differ from yours

•

students may need a slow introduction to more
communicative methods of language learning

•

students may need explicit help in making the
connection between the language they are
learning and life outside the classroom

•

students may appreciate some attention to poetry.
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Reporting on rates for literacy and primary enrolment
in countries where there have been conflicts and thus
massive population displacement is problematic, and
the figures given here should serve as a rough guide
only. They were taken from 1999 World Bank country
profiles, except for Iraq for which none were available
on this site. They were calculated as percentage of population over 15, and a very basic functional definition of
literacy appears to have been used. The literacy figures
for Iraq were taken from CIA country profiles (1995).
The figures for primary enrolment for Eritrea, Ethiopia
and Sudan were taken from the World Bank and relate to
1995. For Iraq and Somalia, the figures were taken from
a Unesco report on achievements on Education for All
(see Annotated Bibliography).
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