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Abstrac.t: This paper is an attempt to evaluate the Sudanese postgraduate
research on the writing skills that was conducted in the 1990s. In so
doing, it has tried to show whether or not this research has properly
addressed the learners' writing problems. Upon examining selected post-
graduate research, the paper has concluded that a great deal of what was
done related to what has come to be known in the literature as "sentence
linguistics, which can hardly be argued to benefit writing. For language,
as a system of communication, requires that it be approached as sets of
discourses: spoken or written. Sadly enough, these developments have not
been convincingly considered by Sudanese EFL course designers and
researchers, some of who still rejoice in  the structural and

transformational-based principles of language teaching and research.
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1. Introduction

In the 1990's , a huge body of post-graduate research was
conducted on the EFL learners' written production in Sudan. Impetus for
such rescarch interests seems to stem partially from the rescarchers’
awareness of the writing difficulties experienced by their research
subjects. Indeed, it is widely acknowledged in the relevant literature that
writing is the most difficult skill to practise. To substantiate this claim,
consider these statements made by two celebrities concerning their own
writing experience and that of their ESL students respectively.
Widdowsor (1983:35) contends that, in his daily experience, "writing is
an irksome activity and an ordeal to be avoided whenever possible”.
Raimes (1983: 258), on the other hand, observes that when writing, her
ESL students”.. ..chew their pencils, shuffle their feet, sigh, groan, and
stretch " -all are symptoms of the difficulties they experience when they
are required to perform a writing assignment.

The question that this paper attempts to answer is: to what extent
has the above-mentioned research addressed the students' writing
worries? A preliminary answer to this question would be that the bulk of
what has so far been done does not live up to the latest developments in
the linguistic theory, and could not, therefore, be expected to have
diagnosed the relevant writing problems. One such argument in support of
this claim is that both under- and post-graduate programmes offered by
various higher education institutions in Sudan seem (o overemphasize

course items that belong to what has come to be known in the literature as
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"sentence linguistics": a type of linguistics that approaches the sentence
as the basic unit of language. Suffice it to say that batch 2 of the M.A.
programme at the University of Khartoum (1998/2000) took much pride
in their time-consuming struggle with Fries' (1952) structural-based
grammar. This can be argued, in the course of this presentation, to
provide only lip service to the acquisition of communicative competence
in general and written discourse competence in particular despite the
general assumption that knowledge of the grammar contributes to the
learners writing competence.

In this paper two tasks will be attempted: first, the findings of the
major linguistic models will be reviewed. Secondly, Sudanese writing
research will be surveyed and assessed in the light of these findings.

2. Linguistic Background

To usevHarsh's (1982) terms, the history of linguistic theory is
characterized by a series of "revolutions” and "counter revolutions”. The
introduction of .such "revolutionary" terms into linguistics is a strong hint
to the competing accounts of human language. However, lest this paper
gets trapped by the kaleidoscopic linguistic scenery, a summary
procedurc s needed to highlight the major findings of the linguistic
theory. and then show the way(s) such findings could benefit writing

research.

To begin with, the introduction of Hymes' {1964) "communicative

competence” (published in 1979) dichotomized the linguistic business
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into models advocating his own theory, and those holding on to the

Chomskyan theory of "linguistic competence”. As to the latter, it has been
argued by a number of communicativists that the advocates of this theory
are ".. ..limited to the formal enumeration of structural description of the
sentences of the language..;" (Van Dijk 1972:3). Hymes (1979) was
particularly concerned with Chomsky's (1965) notions of "competence”
and "performance” (i.e. speaker-hearer's knowledge of their language and
the actual use of language respectively). He criticized these two notions
on the grounds that "competence" is a theory that "posits ideal objects in
abstraction from socio-cultural features”, while "performance” is
concermned with "psychological by-products of the analysis of grammar,
not, say, with social interaction” (p.7). So, knowledge of language
structure in default of any socio-cultural features is not enough to
guarantee effective communication (the core of Hymes' theory). For
effective communication, the argument goes, requires that acquisition of
linguistic competence has to be fed by social experience, needs, and
motives (ibid).

Hymes' communicative model has greatly influenced linguistic
research and language teaching. McDonough and Show (1993:27)
associate seven implications with the communicative approach to the
study and teaching of language of which the sixth lies at the heart of this
paper. It is, that is, "the concept of communication takes us beyond the
level of sentence". Following Hymes'.theory, a number of articles and

books were published during the 1970s and 1980s questioning the
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legitimacy of the structural and transformational linguistic theories.
These works concluded that "traditional morphological and syntactic tools
were not adequate to explain texts and that new discourse tools needed to
be deveioped" (Connor 1996:80). Therefore, an alternative linguistic
model has been proposed where the notion of the "text” has been
considered s the basic unit of language. Connor reports that the new
linguistic model has been given a variety of names: "text linguistics",
"written discourse analysis" and "discourse linguistics" (ibid).
But what is it that linguists mean by the concept of the "text"?
And what are the socio-cultural constraints on the "text" that are needed
for different communicative purposes? Concerning the first of these
questions, it was shown above that the text was viewed as the basic unit
of language which manifests itself as discourse (Van Dijk (1972:3). Van
Dijk argues further that since the text cannot be described in terms of
independent sentences alone, it must formally "account for the important
notion of coherence” which signifies the native speakers' ability to
produce and interpret utterances as wholes, viz. as pieces of "connected
discourse, and not merely as a linearly ordered set of discrete grammatical
sentences”" (ibid). Halliday and Hasan (1976:2) propose that what
distinguishes a text from something that is not a text is "texture” which is
created by fcference, conjunction, substitution,, ellipsis, and lexical
cohesion. The standard term that Halliday and Hasan use to refer these

forms 1s "cohesion”.
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