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African Leadership Academy (ALA) offers an accelerated English 
language learning programme called English for Excellence (E4E), as 

part of its commitment to ensuring that language is not a barrier to pan-
African representation in its student body. During the first year of ALA’s two-
year Diploma programme, the E4E elective provides students that have little 
to no English speaking ability with the opportunity to participate in an E4E 
Camp before the academic year starts, as well as rapidly paced interactive 
activities during the academic year, as a means of acquiring written and 
spoken English language skills. While maintaining a focus on developing 
well-rounded, entrepreneurial young leaders, the E4E programme 
approaches language acquisition as 
holistic, practical and dynamic. This case 
study provides an in-depth examination 
of the E4E programme, including its 
evolution and its impact to date. Using 
a mixed-methods approach, the study 
takes stock of student experiences as 
they work to develop their language 
skills, and notes a correlation between 
participation in the E4E programme and 
improvements in student confidence, 
articulation, leadership skills, academic 
performance and opportunities within 
and beyond the Academy. Taking this into 
account, the study finds that students 
from the Academy’s E4E Entry classes of 
2015 and 2016 have experienced great 
gains as a result of E4E, and they show 
great promise in their lives beyond ALA.

Abstract
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African Leadership Academy (ALA) seeks to develop the next generation 
of African leaders. It offers programmes that identify and develop young 

leaders from across the continent and the world and connect them to lead-
ership opportunities, networks of in-
tellectual growth, and hands-on 
leadership development. The Acad-
emy’s flagship Diploma programme 
is grounded in applied entrepreneur-
ial leadership through a rigorous, 
pan-African, two-year residential 
academic programme that prepares 
students to articulate a purpose and 
vision, and to identify and make use 
of opportunities to progress on their 
leadership journey. This journey is 
aligned with developing solutions to 
problems in their communities. Core 
components of the curriculum – 
which are compulsory over the two-
year programme – include Entrepre-
neurial Leadership, African Studies, 
and Writing & Rhetoric. Students are also able to choose from several 
electives drawn from the sciences, humanities, creative arts and 
independent research offered via various delivery modes. 

Since opening its doors a decade ago, ALA has enrolled a diverse 
representation of students from across the continent. This has included 
significant linguistic diversity from the outset, though ALA’s two-year 
programme is taught in English. ALA has evolved its programme design 
with respect to these students over time, and this paper seeks to reflect 
on this unique aspect of ALA’s model at this juncture as the organization 
launches into its second decade. 

African Leadership Academy 
(ALA) is a Johannesburg-based 
pan-African upper-secondary 
educational institution that aims 
to identify, develop and connect 
the next generation of leaders 
for Africa. ALA seeks to trans-
form Africa by developing 
a powerful network of over 
6,000 leaders who will work 
together to address Africa’s 
greatest challenges, achieve 
extraordinary social impact 
and accelerate the conti-
nent’s growth trajectory.

Introduction
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With a population of 1.2 billion, Africa has an estimated 700 million speaking 
English, though only 6.5 million of those speak it as a first language.1 English 
remains the global lingua franca against a backdrop of linguistic diversity on 
the African continent and beyond. 

As ALA provides educational opportunities to students from around Africa, 
and as English is the primary medium of instruction at the Academy, many 
of the students beginning their two-year Diploma programme face the initial 
challenge of low levels of English language proficiency. ALA is committed 
to ensuring that language is not a barrier to pan-African representation 
in its student body, however, and aims to bridge such linguistic 
divides by providing an 
accelerated English language 
learning programme. To this end, 
in the course of its first decade 
of operation, the Academy has 
internally evolved its own English 
language learning programme, 
which it calls English for 
Excellence (E4E). Recognizing 
the need to cater for new ALA 
students with little to no English 
language proficiency, ALA 
developed E4E as a specialized, one-year elective course with corresponding 
support mechanisms, where students are taught the foundations of written 
and spoken English through fast-paced, practical activities in a supportive 
educational environment. 

This case study analyses the unique nature and achievements of the  
E4E programme. It provides a detailed look at the current programme,  
with a qualitative focus on the non-Anglophone subset of ALA’s 2015 
cohort, which graduated in 2017, and its 2016 cohort, which graduated in 
June 2018.

1 Lyons, D. (2017). How Many People Speak English, and Where Is It Spoken? 
Babbel Magazine. Retrieved 4 June, 2018 from https://www.babbel.com/en/magazine/how-many-
people-speak-english-and-where-is-it-spoken/

The Academy draws 
students from all over the 

continent, not just English-
speaking Africa. 

Michael Gyampo, Deputy 
Principal, ALA
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When the Academy was launched in 2008, faculty chose the Cambridge 
International General Certificate of Secondary Education English 

(IGCSE) courses as the main way to introduce non-Anglophone students to 
English. Francophone and Lusophone students were typically placed into 
the most basic of the IGCSE courses, as their English language skills were 
often quite low. But ALA soon found the IGCSE programme suboptimal, as 
students’ needs for English language learning were not being met. 

ALA thus introduced an internally developed English language learning 
programme as part of the Academy’s Writing & Rhetoric course, and those 
with only a basic grasp of English were grouped into a lower-level class. 
However, it rapidly became clear that even this was not a suitable ‘fit’ as 
there remained a lack of broader support for students. They arrived at ALA 
with little to no knowledge of English; and while they were given English 
lessons, little other transitional support was provided. Clearly, placing 
students in a lower-level English class was not the answer. The situation 
was further complicated by the fact that students arriving at ALA had 
differing growth requirements, with each student needing an individualized  
learning plan to best suit their needs – something for which neither the 
IGCSE nor the Academy’s internally developed English language learning 
course catered.

ALA recognized that, while students needed support to overcome barriers 
to learning English as quickly as possible, the goal was not to focus on 
teaching students grammar or the mechanics of language but rather on 
equipping them to communicate and function optimally within and beyond 
the Academy. A programme was needed that would allow students to adapt 
rapidly and organically to their English-speaking environment. In short, a 
comprehensive support initiative was called for, and the Academy began 
exploring other options.

Prioritising individual student needs:  
The road to E4E
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The E4E programme was founded by Jake Galloway in September 2015 
as the first formalized English language learning elective at ALA, and 

was conceptualized as a response to the identified need for comprehensive 
support for non-Anglophone students. E4E is inspired by the Rassias 
method, developed by Professor John Rassias at Dartmouth College.2 One 
of the programme’s key guiding principles is that learning of English when 
it is not the student’s first language needs to be more experiential than 
theoretical. To this end, the Rassias method uses rapidly paced interactive 
activities as a means of teaching written and spoken English.

2 See Rassias Language Programs. (nd). The Rassias Method. Retrieved 8 June, 2018 from  
http://www.rassias.com/rassias-method

What is E4E? The current programme
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The E4E programme runs in parallel with the core courses and electives that 
a student takes over their two-year Diploma programme. Students engage 
in practical encounters and conversations with one another during class-
time. The focus in class is on gaining practical knowledge among peers and 
on learning the hard skills of the English language. 

The class uses a project-based learning approach. Each unit of study 
is designed around a project, and each project takes about a month to 
complete. Typically, in the first two weeks of the project, the facilitator 
introduces the class to the project, and the class begins an intense study of 
grammatical concepts and language areas through peer-to-peer and online 
learning. At the end of the two weeks, the class completes a quiz based on 
those grammatical and language areas. Through this process, students get 
feedback on their progress. In the next two weeks of the project, students 
consolidate what was learnt through multiple drafts and refinements of the 
project activity.

The Moth Project
An example of one of the in-class projects that students participated 
in was ‘The Moth’ project. The Moth is a New York-based group that 
focuses on the art of storytelling. The facilitator tasked E4E students 
with hosting a Moth-style ‘StoryJam’ in which each person verbally 
shares a five- to seven-minute meaningful story from their life with the 
ALA community. Students were encouraged not to read from a piece of 
paper but to tell their stories instead. They were also required to choose 
the theme for the StoryJam and market the event to the ALA community. 
In the first two weeks of the project, the facilitator introduced students to 
narrative structure, past simple tense, past continuous tense, and active 
and passive verbs. Students also learnt skills of ideas-generation and 
drafting a narrative. Classes included practical ‘mini lessons’ where the 
facilitator would coordinate activities such as taking written sentences, 
cutting them up to one word per piece of paper, and having students 
reconstruct the sentences. 
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This would, for example, help students understand that each clause 
should have a subject. In the second two weeks of the project, students 
examined past performances of Moth StoryJams and analysed them 
from the perspective of story organization and what makes a good 
presentation. They also attended a Moth StoryJam at the Market Theatre 
in Johannesburg. The project culminated in the students’ own StoryJam. 

To date, there have been three 
E4E classes: ALA Entry Class of 
2015, ALA Entry Class of 2016 
and ALA Entry Class of 2017. 
On average, 40% of students in 
each cohort are non-Anglophone 
students. A subset of this group 
is E4E students, who comprise 
7–10% of the total student body 
and require E4E programming in 
order to improve their language 
skills.

Today, the E4E programme 
helps students gain the required 
academic and social language 
proficiency to reach their potential 
at the Academy. In addition to 
the E4E elective, which focuses 
on grammar, vocabulary, and 
language-based instruction, 
participating students receive 
differentiated instruction in their 
Writing and Rhetoric classes, 
enabling them to understand 

It’s fun, it’s engaging, 
they’re asking questions, 
they’re speaking all the 

time, and in doing so 
they become comfortable 
with the language, they 
become confident with 
the language, they’re 

able to clarify any of their 
misunderstandings…we 

don’t use worksheets, we 
don’t use presentations… 

language is a living, 
breathing thing, and so we 
try and capture that within 

our class community. 

Jake Galloway, 
Entrepreneurial Leadership 

Department and E4E 
programme Facilitator
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and engage with the course content. E4E facilitator Jake Galloway ran 
two sessions for faculty members on curriculum differentiation, as well as 
consulting faculty individually. Coordinating the E4E programme with other 
core courses and electives means that E4E students continue to experience 

the key components and content 
of their courses at a level that 
suits their English abilities.

Additional resources at students’ 
disposal include tutoring services, 
an English Language Learning 
library, and ‘conversational 
buddies’ (students who are more 
proficient in English and who 
volunteer to mentor and practise 
English with E4E students). 
The residential life at ALA also 
caters for students that are in 
the E4E class. Assistant Dean for 
Pastoral Care Kofoworola Kuyinu 
explained that the residential staff 
plan activities and programmes 
to accommodate E4E students 

in the residence. There is a policy of matching students from different parts 
of the continent as ‘roomies’, which enables them to work off one another. 
More importantly, those who do not speak English as their first language are 
paired with students who are stronger in the use of English, so that, outside 
the classroom, they can learn informally, in the dormitories. There are also 
other measures in place in the residences to ensure that E4E students are 
supported:
◗ Peer Counsellors – students in Year Two that have been trained to 

support students that do not speak English.
◗ Social activities that encourage all students to bond and tell one another 

stories. 
◗ The Brother-Sister Hall, where students of different genders collaborate 

with one another. 
 

I had so many
opportunities to practise 

my writing, whether it 
was Writing & Rhetoric or 
African Studies I had to 
write many essays, and 

teachers would be able to 
guide us and help us with 
everything…and today it 

helps me to prepare for my 
college application.

E4E student, 
Entry Class 2015
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Before school starts – the E4E Camp
A new intervention was added to the E4E programme in 2017. ALA staff 
noticed that, despite in-class interventions and support from peers, non-
Anglophone students still struggled in their first month at ALA. Staff proposed 
a solution in the form of an E4E Camp at ALA, which begins a month 
before the academic year starts. The E4E Camp was also conceptualized, 
designed and implemented by Galloway. It runs on a series of three-day 
cycles, with each three-day cycle constituting a ‘challenge’. On the first day 
of each cycle, students prepare for their challenge. On the second, students 
perform the challenge. And on the third, they reflect on it. Each challenge 
involves a practical activity somewhere in Johannesburg, and students are 
encouraged to employ problem-solving and English skills to solve it.

Introduced at the beginning of the 2017 academic year, the Camp allows 
E4E students an opportunity to build their English language proficiency 
before the rest of their cohort arrives. This means that by the time  
the academic year begins, E4E students have made friends, understand 
what happens in their classes, and can launch into the year with the rest of 
their class.
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The E4E Camp has a range of purposes: 
1) Help students develop their English language abilities: because E4E 

students arrive at ALA with much lower English language proficiency 
than the average ALA student, the main aim of the month-long Camp 
is to help them improve their proficiency in listening and speaking. This 
allows them to engage with the wider community more effectively on 
the first day of the academic term and beyond. 

2) Develop students’ leadership skills and understanding: leadership 
pervades all activities and approaches at ALA, and the Camp is intended 
to reinforce this. The month is spent helping students to understand 
important ALA values: courage, self-directed learning, self-awareness 
and empathy for others. 

3) Help students appreciate themselves and their community: this 
contributes to building a community based on love and mutual 
respect, which ALA hopes will suffuse students’ subsequent time  
at ALA.

One example of an E4E Camp challenge required students to answer the 
question ‘How do I grow my courage?’ On the first day, students discussed 

theory and thoughts 
on courage. They were 
encouraged to think 
about what words 
they might need to 
know that would help 
them engage with the 
concept. They were 
assigned individualized 
grammatical concepts 
to help them engage 
with the material and 
communicate their 

thinking. On the second day, they visited the Apartheid Museum, where 
they applied the lens of courage to what they saw in the museum. On the 
third day, students discussed their experiences and facilitators helped them 
to identify the limits of their knowledge: where did they run out of English, 
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and how could they improve? Once they were able to identify the limits 
of their knowledge, their observations were named and organized, and 
students learnt how to take a 
step up from where they were the 
day before. The example shows 
how the focus is on consistent 
improvements on a day-to-day 
basis.

The Camp also includes an 
evening programming com-
ponent, where students can 
practise their speaking and 
listening skills in a non-formal 
environment so that they can 
gain confidence in using English. 

Aside from orienting non-
Anglophone students with a 
‘toolkit’ for the beginning of the 
academic year, the Camp gives 
staff an opportunity to develop 
a rapport with students and to 
diagnose their individual language 
needs. This means that by the 
time the academic year begins, 
staff are aware of the level of 
English proficiency of each E4E 
student and can tailor lessons to 
suit the needs of the student.

Students are their
most important teacher. 

Their peers are their second 
most important teacher. 

The interns (Year Two 
students who are helping 

with the Camp) are the third 
most important teacher, 

and I am their fourth 
most important teacher…
If I help them understand 
themselves as their most 

important teacher, and their 
community as their most 
important teacher, if they 
are able to generate their 

own questions and to seek 
out answers to those, then 
they are going to learn for 
the rest of their lives, not 
just in this programme. 

Jake Galloway,
E4E programme Facilitator 
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A number of key success factors are driving students’ English language 
learning in the E4E programme:

◗ The programme is designed with the pan-African youth in mind; there 
is a high degree of alignment between what students learn in their E4E 
class and their leadership learning, fostering courage, self-awareness, 
self-regulation and empathy.

◗ The programme is designed to be highly immersive and to incorporate 
all aspects of students’ lives at ALA, including the classroom, socializing 
and residential life. Because of this, students can see rapid progress in 
their English language abilities.

◗ The programme is highly practical, focusing on applied language 
acquisition rather than simply theoretical aspects of the language, which 
means that students learn faster and enjoy the learning experience 
more.

◗ Each student benefits from an individualized learning plan that 
encompasses their abilities and areas for improvement.

◗ The programme treats learning English as a tool for building relationships, 
exploring the world and exploring oneself (rather than as an end in itself).

◗ Many E4E students have studied some English before they arrive at ALA 
but do not feel comfortable using the language; E4E allows students to 
draw on their existing knowledge while building new knowledge and 
linguistic skills.

What sets ALA’s E4E programme apart from 
other English language learning programmes? 
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As Jake Galloway notes, the more nuanced a student’s understanding of 
English, the better they can convey their ideas. Hence, students work 

toward a deep grasp of English because it helps with success in all aspects of 
their lives. The focus here is on understanding language as a tool rather than 
an end in itself. To use this tool effectively, 
students need a deep understanding of the 
English language; what it is, how it works, 
when to apply it, and why it is appropriate 
to apply some rules over others. An 
immersive approach to learning allows 
students to pick up conversational English 
rapidly and then use that as a foundation 
upon which to build their skills. 

Staff involved in E4E explain that it is 
different from traditional English language 
learning courses because, throughout the 
programme, students maintain a strong 
sense of their identity. This is achieved by 
focusing on integrating new skills into their 
‘toolkits’, rather than trying to assimilate 
the students into English-speaking culture. 
This helps students to feel comfortable in 
a dynamic and exciting learning environment where they are encouraged to 
express themselves. The E4E programme achieves this by spending time on 
asking students to tell their stories, reflect on their own leadership journey, 
and challenge themselves in meaningful ways. One example of this is the 
Invictus project, in which students were asked to write down an activity that 
they would be scared to do in English. They were then asked to choose one 
of the activities and carry it out. Some students made short videos that were 
shown in assembly, while others gave presentations to their hall mates.

The intended impact of the E4E programme 

The goal of the 
programme is not to make 

the students sound like me, 
an American, not to make 
them adapt or assimilate 

English-speaking 
culture; it’s to help them 

understand that English is 
a tool that they can use in 
their own toolbox – it is not 

the entire toolbox. 

Jake Galloway, 
Entrepreneurial Leadership 

Department and E4E 
programme facilitator



14

Methodology
The impact of the E4E programme was established primarily by using a 
mixed-methods approach to examine changes in students’ ability to 
speak English over the course of their two-year Diploma programme. ALA 
conducted interviews with students, to determine students’ experiences 
when they first arrived at ALA, how the E4E programme has benefited 
them and how learning English has impacted on their leadership journey. 
The guiding qualitative methodology for the study was the Most Significant 
Change (MSC) qualitative technique, which is a form of participatory 
monitoring and evaluation. Qualitative data was complemented with an 
examination of several relevant quantitative data sources available at ALA. 

The impact of ALA’s E4E programme 
over time 
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Student interviews were captured on video. In total, 65 interviews were 
conducted, with the E4E Entry Classes of 2015, 2016 and 2017. The 
Class of 2015 was interviewed at midpoint and exit; the Class of 2016 
was interviewed at entry, midpoint and exit; and the Class of 2017 was 
interviewed at entry and midpoint. All three of these groups were interviewed 
at the beginning and midpoint of their two-year programme. Additional data 
was gathered from programme facilitators, who were interviewed about their 
experience of the E4E programme, including its history and its significance 
in the context of the two-year Diploma programme. This was supplemented 
with in-class footage of discussions and presentations, an alumni tracker 
that records university placement data and activities of ALA students after 
graduation from the Academy, and a questionnaire for ALA faculty about 
their in-class experiences. Additionally, E4E students’ College and Work 
Readiness Assessment (CWRA+) test results were analysed.

The qualitative interview data was thematically analysed by examining and 
recording patterns or themes within the data, which formed the basis of 
the narrative on the impact of the E4E programme. The following themes 
were derived from this process: improvement in student confidence; 
articulation; improvement in academic performance; developing leadership 
skills; ownership of the learning process; and perceptions of improved 
opportunities.

The quantitative CWRA+ data was analysed by calculating the mean, 
median, and range of overall scores as well as the ‘writing effectiveness’ 
score within each dataset (testing period). This was compared to the same 
indicators for the E4E class of each cohort.

The results from review of qualitative data 

Improvement in student confidence

Students reported an improvement in the level of confidence that they 
experienced between the beginning and the end of their two-year programme. 
One student in the Entry Class of 2015 explained that, upon arrival at ALA, 
the only word she knew in English was ‘Hi’. By the time she got to her second 
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year, she had become so much more confident in her ability to speak English 
that she applied to become a Peer Counsellor so she could help transition 
new students into life at ALA. There is also evidence that this confidence in 
English impacts on other areas of students’ learning at ALA. One student 
noted that he could see a difference in the lack of confidence that he had 

when he started at ALA and the 
confidence that he possesses 
now when interacting with people 
from different countries and back-
grounds. These testimonials in-
dicate that the E4E programme 
assists students in transitioning 
into a diverse, multicultural life at 
ALA and, in so doing, offers them 
tools to become more confident in 
their use of the English language.

Another student recounted her 
experience of arriving at ALA for 
the first time: ‘I didn’t know how 
to speak English. I didn’t know 
anything. I thought that I could 
speak English, but then when I 
came here, it was not the case.’ 
By the time she was halfway 
through her programme in 2018, 

the same student explained that the E4E programme had helped her to 
gain confidence, to socialize with people, and to learn about them and their 
experiences. 

One student explained that he had lost his ‘shyness’. Initially, he found it 
difficult to understand people when they were talking and having to answer 
them was challenging. As a result, he would try not to speak to people 
because he was afraid of making mistakes in his speech or misunderstanding 
what they were saying. However, he explained that the E4E programme 

I remember when 
people nominated me 
for the Cancer Society 

Representative last year. 
I kind of was scared to 

speak in front of the whole 
school, I didn’t do well. But 

then after the E4E class, 
last year at the end of the 
third term, we did the E4E 
assembly and I presented 

my story. I was actually 
very comfortable…  

E4E student, 
Entry Class of 2015
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helped him to realize that, if he does not understand what someone is 
saying, he can ask them to repeat the question and to speak more slowly. 

A faculty member in the African Studies department shared similar 
sentiments, explaining that students who initially appeared to have quite low 
confidence levels would start volunteering for leadership positions, frequently 
participate in class discussions, and throughout the term would rise to the 
level of – or sometimes surpass 
– the in-class presence of their 
English-speaking classmates.

Another faculty member reported 
seeing greater willingness on the 
part of E4E students to participate 
in class, as well as resilience to the 
challenge of overcoming language 
barriers. The same faculty mem-
ber noted, however, that this 
could not necessarily be attributed 
exclusively to E4E as there was 
no control group to allow for a 
conclusive determination to be 
made.

Similarly, a student in the Entry 
Class of 2016 explained that, 
before coming to ALA, he was 
unable to converse in English and 
he rated his English ‘0.05 out of 
20’. Just before graduating from the programme, he noted that one year 
after he began E4E, he hosted a school assembly, adding, ‘I can write now, 
I can make sentences, I can have normal conversations.’ These accounts 
suggest that students are given the skills to navigate their English learning, 
thereby increasing their confidence in handling challenging situations that 
inevitably present themselves when learning a new language. 

I have witnessed E4E 
students do presentations 

at assembly in English, 
knowing that when they 

arrived they couldn’t string 
one sentence together. I 
have read essays which 

have blown me away 
written by E4E students. I 
have even participated in 
poetry slams on campus 
where E4E students were 
able to perform…The list 

goes on and on...  

ALA faculty member, 
French, Drama & English as 

a Second Language
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The increase in confidence levels occurred gradually for some students. 
A student in the Entry Class of 2016, for example, explained that, when 
she was in her first year at the Academy, she was able to communicate 
better because of the programme, but still needed to gain confidence 
in speaking in public as she is an introverted person. By the end of her 
two-year programme, she reported: ‘I feel like now I talk a lot more with 
people, I grab more opportunities and I feel like I am more open to the 
world…’ The change in this student’s confidence level suggests that the 
E4E programme has a significant impact on how students interact with 
the world and how E4E instils a sense of confidence in their use of English 
to engage. 

Articulation

Students explained that the E4E 
programme allowed them to 
express themselves in English, 
which they had been unable to do 
before in what is a predominantly 
English-speaking environment. 
One student reported that, when 
she first arrived, she did not feel as 
though she was a part of the ALA community but ‘the E4E class was the 
class that I could express myself, and I could say “no, I am saying the right 
thing, I am saying the things that I think about”’. This illustrates that the E4E 
programme provides a space for students to learn to articulate themselves 
in English.

Students reported that their grasp of English was significantly different 
between the time they started at ALA and when they were a year into 
their programme. During their E4E programme, students noted that 
they had experienced noteworthy changes in their English abilities. One 
student explained that before arriving at ALA his English was not good  
because he only had a three-hour English class each week. By the time 
he was halfway through the programme, his English skills had improved 
demonstrably.

I am able to express
myself more freely.  

E4E student, 
Entry Class of 2015
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Improvement in articulation was confirmed by a faculty member who teaches 
in the African Studies department. He explained that he had seen significant 
development among the students over the course of the term, particularly 
when it comes to spoken English: 

I actually think that E4E students have an advantage in that they 
are formulating their thoughts and thinking deeply and making 
connections before they are able to articulate them… and then 
once they hit that level of comfort, there is so much to work with, 
there is so much substance that they are now able to unleash.

Similarly, an ALA staff member who is also a house master noted that E4E 
students’ vocabularies increased over the course of the year.

Other students attributed their improved English skills, in part, to their 
conversational buddy, an important element of the E4E programme. A 
student in the Entry Class of 2015 explained that having a conversational 
buddy was a very important part of his learning process because sometimes 
people would not have time to let him practise his English, whereas his 
buddy would sit with him and correct his English when necessary. Progress 
in this student’s ability to articulate himself suggests that the different E4E 
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programme elements in combination, including the buddy programme, 
provide comprehensive support for students while they learn to articulate 
themselves.

Improvement in academic performance

Students and faculty alike reported seeing an improvement in E4E students’ 
academic performance over the course of the year, much of which they 
attribute to the E4E programme. A student in the Entry Class of 2015 noted: 

I remember my first grade was a C in Writing & Rhetoric, and 
that was because I thought that the best papers would have 
complicated words…eventually, I felt like I improved, especially 
with the English because now I know how to structure my ideas, I 
know it’s fine to use simple words as long as they have meanings 
and now I get As!

A faculty member who teaches French, Drama & English as a Second 
Language reported seeing a definite difference in how E4E students perform 
academically compared to the rest of the students over the course of the 
year. She noted that, in term one: 

The E4E students under-perform because of the language barrier. 
This usually causes much stress for them, but by the time they 
reach second year, they have generally caught up and they 
perform just as well, or better [than their non-E4E counterparts] 
in some cases.

Another faculty member, who teaches African Studies, indicated that he had 
seen an improvement in students’ academic performance over the course 
of the third academic term, adding that the difference would probably have 
been more evident if he had had the same students over all three terms.
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One faculty member indicated that he had definitely seen an improvement in 
E4E students’ academic performance between the beginning and end of 
the year, explaining that he was sure that a correlation could be drawn 
between E4E and student 
progress. He added, however, 
that he was not sure whether one 
could conclude there was a 
causal relationship between the 
two variables (which would be 
very difficult given the range of 
wider experiences of ALA  
students).

Developing leadership 
skills 

Students reported experiencing 
significant improvements in 
developing their leadership skills. 
One student, for example, arrived 
at ALA from a Lusophone country 
without being able to speak 
English; all she could say was 
‘Hello’ and ‘Good morning’. She 
applied for the annual Bezos Scholars Program and was selected to travel to 
Aspen with a group of four other ALA students. Although faculty were aware 
that the programme takes place in an English-language environment, they 
thought that, with the foundational English to which she had been exposed 
on campus through the E4E programme, she would be able to cope well. 
She was an excellent ambassador for the school and her progress over her 
year at the Academy was so impressive that she was able to interact well 
with students from countries around the world, as well as participants in the 
Aspen Ideas Festival. 

The E4E programme 
helps students] to get 

to grips with functional 
English language as quickly 

as possible. I think it’s 
huge. As a matter of fact, 

it shows on average, those 
kids rising faster on their 
trajectory in terms of the 
grades they get in other 

subjects.  

Matthew Young, 
Associate Dean of Learning 

and Innovation
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Similarly, a student from the Entry Class of 2016 explained:

I think E4E was the thing that boosted me because it gave me 
the necessary tools to actually start experiencing my leadership 
journey here…My experience is that when you cannot understand 
what people are saying, you cannot express your ideas, you 
cannot convince someone to follow you if you do not share the 
same language.

Accounts such as these indicate that the E4E programme has afforded 
students enhanced leadership opportunities at ALA. An increased capacity 
to communicate with their peers means that students can take on 
leadership roles that would otherwise have been inaccessible to them. This 
corresponds with an observation by Hatim Eltayeb, Dean of the Academy, 
that the importance of English language learning at ALA applies to the 
student’s ability to access resources in four respects: accessing their peers, 
engaging with teachers, leadership opportunities at ALA, and opportunities 
beyond ALA. 

Ownership of the learning process 

The E4E programme allows students to learn English in a supportive 
environment. More importantly, though, the programme equips students with 
skills to manage and drive their own learning. A student from the Entry Class 
of 2015 characterized the education system at ALA as different in that ‘you 
are the centre of the education’. She explained that this was what helped 
her to take ownership of her own learning and to be more independent in 
attaining her stated goals.

Another student, in the Entry Class of 2014, explained that her E4E class had 
been given the task of reading a book even though they did not understand 
certain words. Drawing from this experience, she went on to explain that 
it is important to immerse oneself in the company of students who speak 
English, to think in English, to watch movies, to listen to English music, and 
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to challenge oneself to memorize ten words every day. The approach that 
this student took to her own learning aligns closely with the programme 
facilitator’s perspective that students are their own most important teacher.

Perceptions of improved opportunities

Student insights indicated that their ability to learn English had improved 
their opportunities in two ways: first, students suggested, E4E had widened 
their opportunities for study at ALA; and second, learning English was 
perceived as an important part of students’ broader leadership journey and 
as an enabler of progress to university study and beyond. 

A student in the Entry Class of 2016 noted that the programme had 
influenced his participation in the ALA community. When he first arrived at 
ALA, there were various opportunities he could have applied for but did not 
because he was not sure how to express himself. The student credited E4E 
with helping him to be more active in the community and for allowing him to 
become the coordinator of a religious community organization, as well as a 
Peer Counsellor. 
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At his graduation, another student explained that in his first year of the 
programme, he wanted to run in the student government elections but was 
too afraid. When the second elections came around, however, he ran for 
Club and Society and, although he was not elected, he felt the experience 
had been valuable. 

Limitations may remain, however, in terms of students’ abilities to pursue 
desired opportunities, at least in Year One. There was a case mentioned of a 
first-year E4E student in 2017 who was unable to remain enrolled in a desired 
class in term one because of language issues. A second example was offered 
by the same faculty member, who explained that another E4E student in 
2017 ‘could have avoided some level of discouragements if she had been 
removed from [the subject] early as well. She stuck with it, nonetheless, but 
her scores on assessments remained very low.’ The faculty member added 
that the student was able to communicate her understanding of subject-
specific concepts better orally than in written form, although assessments 
are mostly conducted in the latter.

Students explained that learning English was an important part of their 
broader leadership journey and would allow them to go on to university and 
succeed in their lives after ALA. In an interview at her graduation, a student 
in the Class of 2016 noted: 

I feel like I have more opportunities in terms of applying to different 
places…I can now apply to English-speaking colleges. I can also 
prototype my original idea for development in my country, which 
involves teaching English to small children in my community. I also 
think that speaking English will help me in the future in terms of 
getting a job in Mozambique.

Likewise, another student who is due to graduate in 2018 said that English 
was going to help him a lot because he had previously been limited to 
working in Francophone countries; but now that he could speak English 
there were more opportunities available to him. 
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When students at their midpoint were asked about their greatest achievement 
to date at ALA, many of them pointed to their improved ability to speak 
English. One student from the Entry Class of 2016 explained, ‘for many 
people it may be a small achievement but for me it is a big achievement 
because today I can speak in class, I can speak with my friends’. The 
feeling of greater empowerment at midpoint was echoed by a student from 
the same cohort, who said that, when he arrived, it was difficult for him to 
make friends, but now he felt more comfortable in the environment. These 
qualitative results after Year One at ALA are later triangulated with quantitative 
results after Year One to measure progress in both respects.

By the time students had reached the end of their two-year journey at ALA, 
they were very complimentary of the E4E programme and the English skills 
that they had learnt as a result of the programme. Upon exiting in 2018, one 
student noted that because of her new ability to speak English, she had 
a ‘larger door’ of more opportunities that she could access. She added: 
‘thanks to the language, I can apply to Shanghai where people also speak 
English…I can apply to America, I can apply to Canada…’ Another student 
indicated that learning English was one of the most amazing things that had 
happened to him because it had given him opportunities that he could not 
have imagined when he first arrived at ALA. 

Similarly, a student in the Entry Class of 2016 said the following: 

I think the E4E class really helped me to grow a lot…English really 
helped me a lot, for example, I got the chance to apply for the 
Yale Young African School programme, which is in English. If I did 
not come to ALA and take the E4E programme, I would not have 
been able to do that.

These comments indicate that students see value in their English language 
learning beyond the Academy and that students perceive their ability to 
speak English as having increased and diversified their opportunities.
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Supporting outcomes from other activities
This study used non-exhaustive quantitative indicators to triangulate 
findings from the qualitative data. The data indicates that, over the course 
of the Diploma programme, students from varying backgrounds of 
academic opportunity are able to close the gap between themselves and 
their peers. Once they start attending3 university, 95% of ALA graduates 
can complete their degree in five years. This is despite the fact that 40% 
of students at ALA are not English first-language speakers when they 
arrive at ALA (between seven and ten percent of those students are in the  
E4E programme).

Students take a CWRA+ at entry, midpoint and exit, which measures 
their problem-solving abilities, writing effectiveness and mechanics, the 
ability to critique an argument, scientific and quantitative reasoning, and 
analytical abilities. Early analysis of results indicates that, from the time 
they start at ALA, students’ exposure to the English language and classes 
has an observable impact on their CWRA+ results (see the graph below).  
Furthermore, as evident in the graph, E4E students’ CWRA+ academic 
performance showed greater improvements than was the case for 
non-E4E students.

 

* Results shown are only for Class of 2016 E4E students who took both the Fall (autumn) 2016 
and Spring 2017 CWRA+ tests.

3 To date, 99% of ALA students have advanced to university after completing the Diploma programme.
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It has only been possible to compare results of the 2016 Entry cohort over 
the first two of three testing periods to date, as results for the third instance 
were not yet available at the time of this publication. The graph above 
provides an early indication that CWRA+ test scores between Fall 2016 and 
Spring 2017 improved for E4E students and the entire Class of 2016, alike. 
E4E students saw a greater improvement than the entire cohort, with an 
average rate of improvement of 208 points compared to an average change 
in the entire class of 2016 of 89 points. This suggests that E4E students 
may improve their scores at a faster rate than their non-E4E counterparts at 
the end of Year One (although these results only provide initial data as they 
are based on a small sample of students). The graph also indicates that the 
gap in academic performance between E4E students and their non-E4E 
counterparts was smaller in the 
second period of assessment.

An analysis of the same group’s 
‘critical reading and evaluation’ 
sub-score reveals similar results. 
In the Fall 2016 test, the E4E 
class average was 389 points. By 
Spring 2017, the average score 
for the E4E class had increased 
to 472 points. In comparison, the 
entire cohort’s average changed 
from 553 points in Fall 2016, to 563 points in Spring 2017. These results 
indicate a greater change in the ‘critical reading and evaluation’ sub-score 
results for the E4E class than the entire 2016 cohort.

More comprehensive research is still required on the true impact of the 
programme, comparing E4E students across years with the entire cohort 
of ALA students. Further information is required to track improvement in 
CWRA+ scores. For example, the test scores of all students in all cohorts 
at the beginning, midpoint, and end of their programme would be valuable. 
However, initial findings are positive indicators of the impact of E4E on 
broader educational achievements.

Early analysis of results 
indicates that, from the time 
they start at ALA, students’ 

exposure to the English 
language and classes has an 
observable impact on their 

CWRA+ results.
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ALA is currently tracking university admission rates, internship 
opportunities, and subsequent activities of alumni in the network. Data 

from the alumni database indicates that English language learning and 
E4E students are able to compete for the same opportunities as those 
that Anglophone students are competing for. Student results indicate that 
students who participated in English language learning at ALA and those 
who did not were often on an equal footing once they left the Academy. 

For example, nine of the ten English language learning students in the 
Entry Class of 2014 have since been admitted to universities around the 
world, including the University of California at Berkeley, Africa University in 

Beyond ALA: Admission to universities 
and subsequent activities 
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Zimbabwe, Westminster College, and New York University Abu Dhabi. The 
Entry Class of 2014 came from varying linguistic backgrounds; in addition to 
fluency in African languages such as Malinke, Wolof, Lingala, and Tchokwe, 
the group was characterized by four students that spoke French, two that 
spoke Portuguese, and five that had a basic comprehension of English. In 
comparison, their non-English language learning counterparts were admitted 
to similar universities. 

Students’ activities after leaving ALA indicate that throughout its decade of 
operation, students who participated in English language learning had the 
same opportunities as those who did not.

Of the six graduates from the Entry Class of 2015 who were in the E4E class, 
one is attending Westminster College, while another is enrolled at EARTH 
University in Costa Rica. In addition, three are taking a gap year, while one 
is pursuing an internship.

Of the seven E4E students in the Entry Class of 2016, one has been admitted 
to Smith College, and two are planning to attend the University of Rochester. 
These students also had varying 
linguistic backgrounds, including 
French, Portuguese, Spanish 
and Italian. 

Both subsets of E4E students 
who went on to university are 
aligned with their non-E4E 
counterparts, who also went on 
to enrol in the same or similarly 
reputable universities around the 
world, or to take up internship opportunities that they had been offered. 
Overall, the performance of E4E students over the past two years compares 
favourably to their Anglophone counterparts, indicating that throughout the 
course of the Diploma programme, E4E students are able to close the gap 
between themselves and their non-E4E peers.

Nine of the ten 
English language learning 
students in the Entry Class 

of 2014 have since been 
admitted to universities 

around the world.
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To fully assess the impact of the E4E programme, ongoing research is 
required. One of the main limitations of this research is that it is difficult 

to draw strong conclusions, because the E4E programme was only 
implemented for the first time in 2015, the E4E Camp was only initiated 
in 2017, and E4E class sizes are relatively small (averaging seven to ten 
students).

Another restriction is that limited data was available for English language 
learners who were at the Academy before the implementation of the E4E 
programme in 2015. As a result, it was difficult to draw comparisons 
between English language learning students pre-E4E and those in the E4E 
programme. Tracking English language learning alumni provided only a 
partial correlation between their English language learning and their success 
after leaving the Academy.

As mentioned, further research would be required to draw stronger 
conclusions on the programme. Possible areas for future research on the 
programme include:
◗ CWRA+ results at the beginning, midpoint and end of the two-year 

Diploma programme period for all cohorts.
◗ Tracking academic and social performance through academic results/

grades and interviews.
◗ In-depth interviews with ALA faculty to gauge the impact of the 

programme in their class.
◗ Interviews with E4E alumni about how E4E has helped them  

beyond ALA.

Continual data capture and analysis of the programme, including detailed 
tracking of alumni and their perceptions of how the programme has helped 
them post-ALA, would provide a more comprehensive analysis of the 
programme’s impact.

Limitations of the research, 
recommendations, and implications
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Nevertheless, the findings are proving useful in planning the future of the 
E4E programme at ALA, and how the Academy might further improve the 
valuable skills associated with English language learning. With the research 
findings thus far in mind, the following recommendations are made:
◗ A greater focus on individualized learning as well as faculty differentiating 

their classes for E4E students would allow the students’ English 
language learning to feed into all aspects of their academic life at the 
Academy.

◗ Reports of students having to drop courses because of their limited 
English ability might be addressed through greater interaction between 
E4E programme facilitators and faculty. 

◗ Early detection of students who are struggling could allow faculty to 
react more quickly and decisively in developing a plan of action to assist 
the student, to ensure students do not fall further behind.

This research report may be be useful for informing stakeholders – internal 
and external alike – about the structure and impact of the E4E programme 
and potential areas for improvement.

This research study has value in:
◗ Providing an indication of what steps might be taken to improve English 

language learning at ALA: while effective, the E4E programme shows 
great promise in advancing an even more constructive programme, so 
that students are well prepared and there are no cases of students 
who might have missed out on academic or social opportunities at the 
Academy.

◗ Suggesting the potential to replicate the E4E model in other academic 
environments: the programme is a successful English language 
learning model in a developing-world context; the findings from this 
study suggest that a similarly structured and comprehensive approach 
to learning languages could be applied in similar contexts with finite 
resources.
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ALA’s programme design for English language learning has evolved 
considerably over the past decade into a more tailored and individualized 

approach. A review of qualitative and quantitative data indicates that students 
from the E4E Entry classes of 2015 and 2016 have experienced great gains 
as a result of E4E, and show great promise in their lives beyond ALA. Their 
pathways extend beyond the Academy in interesting ways – from university 
studies to internships, and plans to foster projects in their home countries. 

Innovations such as the E4E Camp are indicative of the kind of measures that 
ALA is continually taking to provide non-Anglophone students with effective 
English language skills. Student comments on how the E4E programme 
has helped them at ALA are a testament to the passion of the ALA faculty 
members and the hard work they undertake on a day-to-day basis. While 
this research has indicated where ALA might improve the E4E programme, 
the study also suggests the potential for others in similar developing-world 
contexts to replicate the success of the E4E language learning model. 

Conclusion
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Students who arrive at ALA with diverse English language abilities come 
from backgrounds of varying academic opportunity but over the course 
of the Diploma programme are equipped by the E4E programme with the 
skills to close those gaps. And, as students point out, not only are they 
able to close the gap but also to use English language skills and composite 
proficiencies to extend their leadership journeys beyond the Academy. The 
E4E programme has had and continues to have a quantifiable positive 
impact on students’ English language abilities and their lives.

We do a very good 
job of developing the 

language of leadership, 
the language of 

entrepreneurship and the 
language of positive social 
change. We need to now 
begin to shift and expand 

that language into some of 
the specific content-related 
areas around math, science, 
technology, and medicine. 

Many of our students 
acquire that language on 

their own, but the more that 
we can broaden that and 
make it a more cohesive 
experience, the better. 

Matthew Young, 
Associate Dean of Learning 

and Innovation 

The stories of English 
language learning are, 
for me, a metaphor in 

miniature of leadership 
learning at ALA. In two 
powerful years, these 

young leaders close gaps 
of opportunity that they 

first perceive as unclosable. 
These stories give us 

the courage to continue 
building, learning, failing 

forward, and most critically, 
investing in these young 

people and their potential...
it is a conviction that we 
are not only investing in 

them but ultimately in the 
communities that they

come from. 

Hatim Eltayeb, 
Dean of ALA 
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