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Composed of eight students from the dioceses of Renk and Malakal, the advanced Hebrew course at Renk Bible College made significant progress in 7 ½ days of teaching.  This occurred in spite of the fact that it was apparent from the outset that no review had taken place since the last teaching session in July.  As a result, the first three days of the course were spent covering material that we had hoped the students had already mastered (e.g. the direct object marker, pronominal suffixes, construct state).  When asked on the first day what a Qal verb was, students were unable to provide an answer in spite of the fact that this material was covered in the previous session.  The Qal paradigm had to be reviewed entirely on Wednesday, and even now I remain uncertain that students have a strong familiarity with the most basic forms of the Hebrew verb.  Our review of previous material, I should note, was necessarily incomplete.  In an effort to avoid retracing all of our footsteps, I chose not to review some of the most basic material (the qamets-hatuph, definite article, and the conjunctive vav).  Students seem to recognize some of these things in review exercises, though I doubt their firm grasp of these matters.  This concerned me greatly when I began teaching, but I soon learned that to make any progress at all I would have to teach Hebrew with broad strokes, pausing only rarely for technical explanations or detailed grammatical lessons.  Students in this context seem to learn better inductively, so we spent as much time as possible reviewing exercises taken directly from the Hebrew text itself.  


Daily Schedule: Each teaching day was divided into three 1½ hour sessions, one from 8:30-10, another from 11-12:30, and the last from 2:30-4.  In the advanced class, the first session was devoted to the grammar lesson for the day, and I did my best to translate English grammatical concepts as simply as possible.  As Amanda Mbuvi and others have already observed, this task is made especially difficult by Kelley’s sometimes esoteric explanations.  Occasionally, I counseled students to disregard portions of the textbook.  The second session was devoted to readings from the Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia and use of the new Holladay lexicons.  This session served two purposes: 1) It broke up the day, allowing the students to rest from abstract grammatical learning in favor of practicing what they had learned; 2) It raised the students’ confidence level considerably, demonstrating daily that, no matter how difficult the grammatical concepts, their reading skills were improving.  While reading through a text, we would occasionally stop to look up a word in the dictionary or to point out a particular form we had already covered (e.g. what binyan is this verb?  What does the ’et mean here?).  Students enjoyed this exercise immensely, especially when we competed to see who could find a word in the lexicon first!  Most of the students have a general facility with the lexicon, though a few of them still cannot identify the Hebrew letters in their correct order (Gordon, Sippana, and Ruben; this fact illustrates the need for a complete reevaluation of all students, some of whom are not performing at a high enough level for the advanced course).  The third session of the day was dedicated to exercises related to the lesson from the first session.  Depending on the sort of exercise, these were completed either in groups or alone.  To end the day, we would look over the answers as a class and then move to the other room to aid the beginner/ intermediate class in whatever way possible.  This “help” usually entailed vocabulary review, though I would stress here that the difference between most of the advanced and beginner/intermediate students is minimal.  

Further Teaching Notes: On Thursday of the first week of teaching (January 5), we began Lesson XIV in Kelley (on the various binyanim), the first entirely new material that we covered.  Since classical Arabic employs a similar verbal system, students picked up the material fairly quickly.  Rev. Abraham Noon Jiel distinguished himself by his ability to understand the grammar of biblical Hebrew as it relates to classical Arabic, and occasionally he provided insights to the rest of the advancing students.  Future teachers are advised to rely on his knowledge as often as possible.  While his knowledge is imperfect at this stage, he is poised to become a good Hebrew teacher if he will only put in the effort.  Should he choose not to do so, another Hebrew teacher must be chosen from among the advancing students.  Peter Chibany Mijak performed very well on the final for the intensive course, and could be helpful as a tutor for beginning and intermediate students or as a future teacher (he is from Malakal, however, and this may create some difficulty).


The Friday session of the advanced course (Jan 6) was interrupted by the unfortunate illness of Rev. Shirley Smith Graham.  The beginning/intermediate courses met as a combined unit for the first two sessions of the day, and we covered Kelley’s lesson on adjectives.  While this was new material for the beginners and intermediates, it was review for the advanced students.  We were fortunate to have Mandy McMichael on the team to serve as a substitute teacher in the second half of the day on Friday, and because of her presence the advanced students were able to review their material later that day.  Thus, in the first week of teaching we spent only one full day on new material.  In spite of these significant setbacks, students entered the long weekend enthused about the Hebrew they were learning (or re-learning!), and we entered the weekend excited about the possibilities for the next week.


The Monday of the second week of teaching (Jan 9) was a mandatory holiday as a result of the one-year anniversary of the signing of the CPA, and we can safely proceed  under the assumption that this holiday will become permanent in southern Sudan.  Future visiting teachers are advised to adjust their travel schedules accordingly to avoid the loss of another day of teaching.  On Tuesday and Wednesday (Jan 9-10), we continued drilling the material covered in chapter XIV of Kelley’s book, beginning imperfect forms (Lesson XV) on Wednesday.  We thus covered very little entirely new material during the course of this intensive course, though one should emphasize that chapter XIV is crucial for advancing students since it introduces them to all of the binyanim.  Future teachers of the advanced course would do well to focus their attention on this chapter to assess the progress of the students.  If they cannot recognize the most easily recognizable binyanim in their perfect forms, then review will be necessary.  For further on the exact items we discussed and covered in this session, please consult the final diagnostic exam, a copy of which is attached to this report.


The latter half of Wednesday was devoted to review of the items already covered in preparation for the final examination on Thursday.  A cursory glance at the attached exam shows that advanced students were asked to show proficiency in recognizing relatively advanced concepts (like binyanim recognition).  But they were also asked to show mastery of simple concepts – for example, the alphabet.  One would hope that such review will not be necessary in the future, but my limited experience in Sudan has taught me that one must not take any piece of information for granted.  As a part of their final examination, students also were evaluated based on their oral skills.  They read the final three translation passages on the exam out loud for me in a separate room while Mandy proctored the exam, with some performing quite well and others demonstrating a very low level of proficiency in reading Hebrew.  Those students who received D’s on the final examination (Sippana, Gordon, and Ruben) have a very difficult time reading Hebrew, and they may need to move to the intermediate course if they do not show some type of improvement in the interim period between courses.

General Impressions of the Advanced Course/Final Thoughts: Generally, the advanced students showed significant progress in spite of a number of significant obstacles.  While I do believe that their knowledge of the Hebrew language and its features grew significantly, what I am most pleased by is the fact that I believe several of the students also grew in their enthusiasm for the language.  It cannot be overemphasized that what we are teaching at Renk Bible College is not only Hebrew but a basic love for learning and the part that it can play in one’s theological development and ministry.  My hope is that this enthusiasm will result in continued study even when the visiting teachers are not present, and we have been told that Hebrew has now become a regular part of the curriculum at Renk Bible College.  This represents an important turning point in the program, and I am anxious to see what effect this change has on the students’ performance in the summer session.

While the January session of intensive Hebrew at Renk Bible College seemed to all involved to be a success, the real success of the course can only be evaluated in retrospect.  So it is our sincere hope that we will do everything in our power to encourage the course that is now being taught under the direction of Rev. Abraham Noon Jiel.  When the next group of teachers arrives, we hope that review will have taken place and that students will be prepared to make significant strides in their theological educations.     

Recommendations:

1. Accurate Placement: Students should be reevaluated at the beginning of the course, with special attention paid to accurately placing intermediate and advanced students.  Students should be placed based on their current capability with the language, and towards this end future teachers must be prepared with a diagnostic test to be given to all intermediate and advanced students.  There are a few advanced students who would be better served in the intermediate course, and there are students from the intermediate course who have made rapid progress and might be able to join the advanced students.  The visiting teachers must be prepared to make the decision regarding who belongs in which class, and they might wish to employ the same test we used as a final for this course as an entry exam/diagnostic exam for the next session.

2. Enrollment: In spite of our best efforts, several new beginner students began the course in Jan ’06.  In Sudanese culture it is very difficult to turn away interested students, and we believe it is no longer necessary to do so if Rev. Abraham Noon Jiel will begin to teach beginning students.  His skills are sufficient to this task, and we can regard the RBC “Beginning Hebrew” course as a prerequisite to joining the intermediate and advanced courses.  This will, it is hoped, provide beginners with a way to join the course while helping to ensure that the cycle of constant review will end.

3. Prioritized Lesson Plans: With Hebrew now a part of the curriculum, I hope that future teachers will be able to begin where we left off.  Indeed, I believe we must plan to do so.  If at all possible, future teachers are advised to send word in advance concerning where the lessons will start and perhaps even where they might end.  Thus, students will be able to better prepare for the course in advance of the teachers’ arrival.  Visiting teachers also must be prepared to prioritize the material.  For example, rather than spending a great deal of time on syllable division, one might proceed to other matters like the basic verb instead.  This may create difficulties in certain areas (recognition of the qamets-hatuph, for example), but it will help to speed the learning process and keep students from becoming bogged down in unfamiliar concepts.
4. Course Goals: While it is true that training an indigenous faculty is one of the primary goals of the course, that is certainly not the only goal.  As I mentioned above, visiting teachers are also part of larger processes to help Renk Bible College realize its academic goals and to help students to perceive the hard work that must go into one’s theological education.  Moreover, the beginning/intermediate course has helped us to identify a number of talented students who might possibly become teachers, so visiting teachers should look beyond the advancing class for exceptional Hebrew students.

5. Teaching Style:  By choosing concrete examples and describing as often as possible the light that knowledge of Hebrew could shed on a given OT text, students gained clearer insights into the significance of Hebrew.  I tried whenever I could to show how Hebrew could be helpful for preaching.  As a result, students were better able to connect their coursework to their parishes, and this significantly increased their interest in the topic.  Shirley Smith Graham put the theme of the day to particularly good use in her class, and this paid dividends for us in the enthusiasm that her students showed for the course.
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