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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation seeks to answer the question: What are the language contexts, preferences 

and behaviours of EAL students and staff in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT? The 

language contexts EAL students and staff find themselves in are either formal or informal. 

The former refers to domains such as the classroom and administration offices, while the 

latter alludes to student residences and generally out-of-class social interaction. Language 

preferences refer to attitudes of both EAL students and of staff towards language(s) that are 

used in their linguistic context. The language behaviours of EAL students and of staff are 

their language practices in the various social contexts within which they find themselves.  

 

The following research instruments were used to collect data in order to answer the research 

question: questionnaires, interviews and observations. I opted for self-administered 

questionnaires and conducted semi-structured interviews to validate questionnaire responses. 

Both the questionnaires and interviews had closed-ended and open-ended questions to 

accommodate a variety of responses. I observed a group of respondents, who were part of 

purposive samples of convenience (snowball samples), for three months and subsequently 

processed data qualitatively through thematic analysis.  

 

The first finding of this study is that EAL students find the UCT language context to be 

different to their home language context. In the home context they use their PLs more while 

on UCT campus the institutional culture forces them to use mainly English. The second 

finding is with regard to their language preferences. EAL students show an ambivalent 

attitude towards English and their own primary languages in teaching and learning 

programmes. This attitude of EAL students towards English at UCT is also documented in 

research by Bangeni (2001), Bangeni & Kapp (2005), and Thesen & van Pletzen (eds.) 

(2006). This attitude is in tandem with their language behaviour. EAL students shuttle 

between their PLs and English. The data show that EAL students code-switch in 

conversations outside class and in their residences. They mainly use English for instrumental 

reasons (see also De Klerk & Barkhuizen 1998: 159 – 160). As for staff members they use 

English inside and outside class.    
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The language contexts, preferences and practices of EAL students constitute part of the UCT 

institutional culture.  This institutional culture is the social context within which institutional 

policy documents such as the UCT Language Plan (2003) are to be implemented. 

Implications for the implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan could be drawn 

from the language preferences and behaviours discussed above.  

 

The study concludes by making recommendations for the implementation of the UCT 

Language Policy and Plan. The study recommends that the Multilingualism Education Project 

(MEP) collaborate with language departments so as to explore possibilities of designing 

programmes that target EAL students and staff for postgraduate certificate courses. Such 

courses could focus on workplace-oriented communicative skills. Renewed marketability of 

African languages, as well as reviewing how they are taught and used within the UCT speech 

community, should be considered.  

 

Though the small sample sizes underpinning this study do not justify generalisation on the 

UCT community, its findings could nonetheless serve as preliminary evidence of significant 

language contexts, preferences and behaviours of EAL students and of staff in the Faculty of 

Humanities at UCT. The outcome of this research could be invaluable for language planning 

at UCT and similar institutions.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1. Description of the Study 

 

This is a qualitative study of the language contexts, preferences and behaviours of both EAL
1
 

students and of staff
2
 in the University of Cape Town‟s (UCT‟s) Faculty of Humanities. EAL 

students in this study have one of the indigenous South African languages as their Primary 

Language (PL)
3
. English is to them an additional language. Staff members include L1 

speakers of English (with no proficiency in any of the indigenous South African languages) 

and speakers of the indigenous South African languages including Afrikaans. The study 

analyses language contexts, preferences and behaviours of both these students and staff in the 

Faculty of Humanities at UCT. 

 

The analysis of language contexts, preferences and behaviours of EAL students is mainly 

based on self-reporting and personal observation.  Respondents report on their language 

preferences and behaviours while at home. At home their language contexts are social and 

informal while at UCT they are both formal (classroom and administration offices) and 

informal (out-of-class social interaction). Staff self-reporting also focuses on language 

contexts, preferences and behaviours at UCT. The language contexts, preferences and 

behaviours of staff at UCT occur in both the formal and informal domains. The UCT 

Language Plan (2003) outlines ways in which the university plans to promote multilingual 

awareness and proficiency on its campuses. It provides guidelines for language development 

at faculty level. One of the guidelines is: „identifying the nature of the proficiency of students 

in English and in other South African languages‟ (UCT Language Plan 2003: 3). About 

                                                 
1
 The concept EAL (English as an Additional Language) is according to Swann; Deumert; Lillis & Mesthrie 

(2004: 96) „a cover term for English as a Second Language (ESL) and English as a Foreign Language (EFL)‟. In 

this dissertation I use the term EAL because the student respondents are essentially speakers of one or more of 

the other official national South African languages. A similar view is expressed by Swann et al in their 

observation that EAL „... also leaves open whether English has been acquired as a second or third or later 

language for individuals‟ (2004: 96).  The use of EAL is not only in sync with the language context of student 

respondents in this study, but also an acknowledgement of its existence. The reality is that English has been and 

still is an additional language in the education of EAL students at UCT and elsewhere.  
2
 Staff members in this study have L1s or PLs such as isiXhosa; English; Afrikaans; Setswana; isiZulu; Sesotho 

and Swahili. Unlike student respondents, staff members are not all EAL speakers. 
3
 The primary language may be defined as the language a language learner encounters from birth and grows up 

speaking. It is „the most commonly-used language‟ in the home and community (see Swann et al 2004: 213). 

Though I have opted to use primary language to refer to the language most commonly-used by EAL students in 

this study, I do acknowledge that in the literature surveyed the term L1 is widely used.  
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multilingual proficiency and awareness, the UCT Language Plan (2003: 11) recommends that 

„academic and administrative staff be provided with appropriate language learning 

opportunities and training in ESL teaching and multilingual awareness‟. Both the guidelines 

and recommendations of the UCT Language Plan (2003) cited have implications for the 

language contexts, preferences and behaviours of EAL students and staff in this study. The 

analysis and interpretation of the data will hopefully indicate what these possible implications 

might be.    

 

1.2. Context of the Research  

 

1.2.1. The National Language Context in Higher Education 

The emergence of a democratic state in South Africa heralded legislative enactments such as 

the Higher Education Act 1997 and the Department of Education‟s Language Policy for 

Higher Education (LPHE) 2002. These enactments were put in place to regulate 

transformation within the higher education sector. Of significance to this research are the 

challenges associated with the LPHE (2002) and the constitutional provision on the elevation 

of the status of all eleven South African languages. Within this context universities are 

required by law to promote multilingual awareness on their campuses. Furthermore, their 

pedagogy and assessment practices are to reflect the ethos of multilingualism. What this 

means is that institutions of higher learning are to demonstrate through academic programmes 

and projects their seriousness to increase visibility of other South African languages in 

academic discourse. Work-related courses at a conversational level need to be encouraged. 

UCT offers such work-related courses through the multilingualism Education Project 

(MEP)
4
. In a sense what UCT is doing finds resonance with one of the recommendations of 

the report of the Ministerial Committee on Transformation and Social Cohesion and the 

Elimination of Discrimination in Public Higher Education Institutions. The recommendation 

states that the Minister (of higher education) is to request institutions „to indicate how they 

intend to give effect to their commitment to multilingualism and, in particular, the 

development of African languages as academic languages and as languages of 

communication, including time frames for implementation‟ (Ministerial Committee Report 

2008: 102).  The conscious promotion of isiXhosa alongside Afrikaans and English in the 

                                                 
4
 UCT has adopted a project approach to the implementation of its language policy and plan. It is for this reason 

that MEP is based on the UCT Language Policy and Plan. MEP runs the „Masithethe isiXhosa‟ (Xhosa 

Communication) course for UCT students and staff to enhance their multilingual proficiency and awareness.  
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Western Cape Province as languages of official use should be viewed in the light of the 

sentiments the ministerial committee raises in the cited recommendation. As an institution of 

higher learning in the Western Cape, UCT has to comply with prescripts of the Western Cape 

Language Policy (2001) and continue to give effect to its commitment to multilingualism.  

 

During the period 1994 – 2004 many universities and technikons (now universities of 

technology) had to adjust to the new environment. Before outlining how UCT responded to 

this new environment, it is necessary to understand UCT‟s linguistic context. UCT uses 

English exclusively as MoI. At the time this study was conducted Afrikaans and isiXhosa 

were taught only as subjects. This occurs despite the fact that both these languages have 

official status in the Western Cape (see Western Cape Language policy 2001). In this 

dissertation I focus on one aspect of UCT‟s response to national and provincial enactments 

regarding language equity and multilingual awareness. This aspect is UCT‟s response to 

challenges posed by the LPHE (2002) and the Western Cape Language Policy (2001). UCT‟s 

response assumes a Language Plan document titled Towards a Language Plan for the 

University of Cape Town: 2005 – 2010 released in November 2003. The purpose of this 

language plan is ostensibly „to propose strategies, guidelines and structures for the 

introduction of multilingual awareness and practice at the University of Cape Town‟ (UCT 

Language Plan 2003: 1).  

 

Recommendations of the UCT Language Plan (2003) can be summarised under three topics 

namely, Language Development, Language Practices, and Multilingual Proficiency and 

Awareness. With regard to Language Development, the Language Plan provides guidelines 

for language development at the level of faculties, degree or programme committees and 

departments at UCT, over a six-year period. Pursuant to the ideal of aligning Language 

Practices at UCT, to the institution‟s goals, the Language Plan proposes that certain 

innovations pioneered by the Language Development Group (LDG)
5
 within the Centre for 

Higher Education Development (CHED) be mainstreamed and systematised. Finally, with 

reference to Multilingual Proficiency and Awareness, the Language Plan proposes steps to be 

followed in order to foster multilingualism and multilingual awareness, also over a six-year 

                                                 
5
 The LDG is a university-wide resource that contributes to policy development in language related areas in the 

Academic Development Programme. Its focus is on the role of English in academic literacy in a multilingual 

society. It looks at concerns of students who have English as a second language. It also provides a drop-in 

consultancy for students at all levels through the writing centre. 
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period. The salient features of the Language Plan, under these three topics, are detailed in 

Chapter 3. 

 

The statement: „Although the recommendations in this report contain concrete suggestions 

about structural implementation, this should not preclude new initiatives or the use of 

resources other than those mentioned‟ (UCT Language Plan 2003: 11), encourages 

innovation on the part of all UCT stakeholders. Particularly concerning the enhancement of 

multilingual awareness and practice at UCT.  

 

1.3. Rationale for Research 

 

1.3.1. Contexts of EAL students and staff in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT  

This research is necessary because at UCT language contexts, preferences and behaviours of 

EAL students and of staff have not been thoroughly studied. Having worked with EAL 

students at university for some time, I have always been curious to know what they think, 

believe or feel about the use of their PLs in relation to English. In the Faculty of Humanities 

EAL students are largely speakers of South African official national languages. These 

students come from various class and social backgrounds. It needs to be remembered that 

because of differences in class background these students have different school experiences – 

those with a working class background mostly come from township and rural public schools 

while students from the elite and middle classes attended „Model C‟, private or public schools 

in affluent suburbs. Though EAL students are treated as a homogenous group in this study, 

they do have these socio-economic differences. Staff members in the Faculty of Humanities 

comprise L1 speakers of English (with no proficiency in any of the other official national 

South African languages) and L1 speakers of the other official national South African 

languages including Afrikaans. Staff members fall into two categories, namely academic and 

administrative staff. The nature of their jobs places them in the middle-class economic 

bracket. 

 

The language contexts of EAL students assume both an informal and formal nature. In their 

households, which are both formal and informal, EAL students tend to use their PLs most of 

the time. However, a lot of code-mixing and code-switching also occurs with their PLs and 

English. In residences at UCT and in other social interactions these students use English and 
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their PLs interchangeably. In the classroom and when interacting with administrative staff in 

offices, both formal domains of language use, EAL students use English to the exclusion of 

their PLs. Both the homes of EAL students and UCT provide language contexts for these 

students. In this study the language contexts of academic staff is the classroom, which is 

mainly the formal domain of language use, and their offices, which constitute both the formal 

and informal domain of language use. For administrative staff their offices are the formal 

domain of language use. 

 

The language preferences of both EAL students and of staff are what they yearn for 

linguistically and in some instances are their attitudes towards language(s) used in their 

language contexts. Their language attitudes are usually linked to their values and beliefs, 

which in turn either promote or discourage the choices they make in the academic or informal 

domains of language use. For EAL students, a timely example is their ambivalence towards 

English as documented in research by Bangeni (2001), Bangeni & Kapp (2005), Moyo 

(2002), Steyn & van Zyl (2001) and Thesen & Van Pletzen (eds.) (2006). It is also important 

to state that preferences are often shaped by socio-economic realities. In this sense, a change 

in language preferences could indicate a response to a change in socio-economic conditions. I 

however, use attitudes and preferences interchangeably, notwithstanding the fact that 

preferences could also be influenced by socio-economic realities. 

 

The language behaviours of EAL students and staff tend to be their language practices in 

their various social contexts. So far the discussion reveals that EAL students use English for 

instrumental reasons in the formal domain and their PLs in the informal domain. On the other 

hand staff members invariably use English inside the classroom. Depending on who they talk 

to outside the classroom (on campus), they will use their PLs. The rationale for doing this 

research is to gain an understanding of the implications of the implementation of the UCT 

Language Plan (2003) in view of the language contexts, preferences and behaviours of EAL 

students and staff at UCT. 

 

1.4. Research Question 

 

Following the description of this study and its rationale, my research question and its sub-

question is: 
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What are the language contexts, preferences and behaviours of EAL students and staff 

in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT? 

 

The sub-question is: 

 

What are the implications of these language contexts, preferences and behaviours for 

the implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan? 

 

1.5. Limitations of the Research 

 

The research focused mainly on EAL students in the departments of African Languages, 

English, Film and Media Studies, Organisational Psychology, Political Studies and 

Sociology. The student sample also included members of the 2003 / 2004 Student 

Representative Council (SRC). Staff members were randomly chosen within departments in 

the Faculty of Humanities and in the then Student Development Office. Both academics and 

support staff participated in the study. A self-administered questionnaire was distributed to 

twenty-five (25) EAL students and to fifteen (15) members of staff. One of the student 

respondents was interviewed on issues emanating from her questionnaire responses. Further 

interviews were held with two students of the Centre for Applied Language and Literacy 

Studies and Services in Africa (CALLSSA). The Methodology chapter outlines the reasons 

why interviews with these CALLSSA students became necessary.  

 

1.6. Discussion of Key Terms 

 

In this discussion focus will only be on the following key terms: Language contexts; language 

preferences; language behaviours and multilingualism. 

 

1.6.1. Language Contexts 

The language contexts of EAL students and of staff at UCT are either formal or informal. The 

former refers to domains such as the classroom (academic), offices of lecturers and 

administration offices, while the latter alludes to student residences and generally out-of-class 

social interaction. In the classroom English is the academic language of instruction. The 
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academic language of instruction is the medium through which teaching and learning occurs 

within an academic setting (cf. Swann et al 2004: 202). This usually includes assessment (e.g. 

tests, assignments and examination). It is sometimes also referred to as Medium of 

Instruction (MoI) and now in the Department of National Education, as Language of 

Learning and Teaching (LoLT).  

 

At home the language contexts of EAL students are both formal and informal. On the one 

hand, occasions such as family gatherings, marriage negotiations and general interaction with 

elderly people, constitute formal contexts of language use for EAL students. On the other 

interaction with friends, siblings and general interaction with family members and 

community members in occasions such as wedding celebrations are informal contexts of 

language use. These lists are by no means exhaustive, but the mentioned events are those 

popularly known. Drawing from the discussion so far, it can be concluded that both UCT and 

the homes of EAL students provide the language contexts referred to in this study.  

 

1.6.2. Language Preferences 

Language preferences refer to attitudes of EAL students and of staff towards language(s) that 

are used in their linguistic context. These attitudes are linked to their values and beliefs which 

in turn promote or discourage the linguistic choices they make in the academic or informal 

realm of their daily activities. An example is the ambivalence EAL students display towards 

English as documented in research by Moyo (2002), Steyn & van Zyl (2001) and Thesen & 

Van Pletzen (eds.) (2006). Such ambivalence is to some degree also influenced by attitudes. 

The definition of which has always been a contested area of academic exchange among 

researchers. The diversity in the definition of attitudes arises as a result of the difficulty in 

studying attitudes. Some authors like Giles, Hewstone, & Ball (1983: 82) offer brief, but 

informative definitions of attitudes. They write that attitudes “are not directly observable but 

have to be inferred from the respondents‟ introspection”. Others offer more elaborate 

definitions. Garret, Coupland & Williams (2003: 3) refer to the „tripartite structure‟ of 

attitudes, which they claim has the cognitive, affective and behavioural components. They 

explain that attitudes „are cognitive in that they contain or comprise beliefs about the world‟. 

They further argue that attitudes „are affective in that they involve feelings about an attitude 

object‟. Finally, attitudes are systematically linked to behaviour, because they predispose 

humans to act in a certain way (ibid). Similarly, Wetherell (1996: 124) writes that for Zanna 
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& Rempel, for whom an attitude is the categorization of a stimulus object along an evaluative 

dimension, is generated from three classes of information, namely, „(1) cognitive 

information, (2) affective/emotional information and/or (3) information concerning past 

behaviours or behavioural intentions‟.  

 

From the definitions of Garret et al (2003) and Wetherell (1996) there appears to be 

consensus on the „tripartite structure‟ of attitudes. However, underlying all three definitions 

cited above is the evaluative quality of attitudes. De Klerk & Barkhuizen (1998: 159) point 

out that „because of their complexity and multidimensionality‟ attitudes are problematic to 

define. They however, provide among many definitions Hofman‟s (1977) categorisation of 

attitudes: „the intrinsic or integrative (involving personal, emotive perceptions) and the 

extrinsic (relating to the instrumental value of the language)‟. Though this definition also 

refers to the evaluative quality of attitudes, it highlights the nature of attitudes. Attitudes can 

involve emotive perceptions and also refer to the instrumental value of language. For an 

example EAL students are ambivalent towards English. This is a reflection of an attitude 

because this ambivalence is intrinsic. It involves personal perceptions about English. In some 

instances these EAL students engage in code-switching. This is probably because of the 

instrumental value they attach to both English and their PLs. In a sense these cited examples 

resemble language attitudes, which Baker (1992) and Edwards (1994: 97 – 98) explicate thus: 

„a disposition to respond favourably or unfavourably to a language‟ (cited in Dalvit 2004: 

27). This working definition resonates with the dictionary definition of language attitudes, 

which states, „the attitudes which speakers of different languages or language varieties have 

towards each other‟s languages or to their own language … Attitudes towards a language 

may also show what people feel about the speakers of that language‟ (Richards & Schmidt 

2002: 286). My view is that language attitudes can either encourage or discourage the 

language choices a person makes within a particular social environment.  

 

I argue that language attitudes are circumstantial, transitory and therefore very subjective. 

The data of this study and similar other studies (Dalvit 2004 and Bangeni & Kapp 2005) 

corroborate this claim. The value of this research is the evidence it provides in so far as the 

existence of language attitudes among EAL students and staff are concerned. The study also 

shows the need for larger scale surveys and cross correlations with more quantitative related 

data as a basis for generalisation to be claimed in so far as it concerns language attitudes. 
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Such generalisations might be helpful to language planners and researchers at UCT and 

elsewhere regarding the implementation of UCT‟s Language Plan (2003).  

 

Another concept related to attitudes and language attitudes is motivation. Gardner (1985: 10) 

defines motivation in relation to attitudes towards language learning. He writes: „motivation 

in the present context refers to the combination of effort plus desire to achieve the goal of 

learning the language‟. He continues to argue that „motivation to learn a second language is 

seen as referring to the extent to which the individual works or strives to learn the language 

because of a desire to do so and the satisfaction experienced in this activity‟ (ibid). Ager 

(2001) distinguishes seven motivating attitudes that steer language attitudes. Two of these are 

„integration with a group and instrumental motives for advancement‟ (Van Der Walt 2004a: 

308). Linking motivation to language attitudes Van Der Walt (2004a: 308) draws on Ager 

(2001) who writes that the two motivating attitudes alluded to above „coincide with motives 

that drive individual language attitudes, namely integration with a group and instrumental 

motives for professional and economic advancement‟. Implied in Ager‟s (2001) assertion is 

that motivation to learn L2 is sustained by instrumental motives, that is the opportunities for 

„professional and economic advancement‟. Individuals strive to learn L2 precisely for the 

benefits they perceive are associated with knowledge of such a language. 

 

Dalvit & De Klerk (2005) agree with Gardner (1985) and Ager‟s (2001) assertions about the 

motives an L2 learner might have in learning the target language (TL). They write:  

 

The call for research into language attitudes has encouraged a number of 

studies in South Africa at all levels of the education system. Webb (1996) 

claims that most African parents prefer English as a medium of instruction for 

their children in primary school, especially for instrumental reasons (Dalvit & 

De Klerk 2005: 2).  

  

De Klerk & Barkhuizen (1998: 159 - 160) argue that the integrative and instrumental aspects 

of attitudes result in differing orientations to language. They cite Gardner & Lambert (1972) 

who posit that the core orientations to language learning are „a desire to be part of the other 

community, and the instrumental, motivated by a desire to gain social recognition or 

economic advancement‟. A substantial body of research in language attitudes suggests that 

L2 learners and their parents are motivated to learn and use the TL mainly for instrumental 

reasons (Bangeni 2001; Bangeni & Kapp 2005; Dalvit 2004; De Klerk 1996; Heugh 2002; 
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Kapp 2001; Moyo 2002; Steyn & van Zyl 2001; Kamwangamalu 2002; Thesen & Van 

Pletzen (eds.) 2006). EAL students in this study are motivated to use English because of its 

market value and international usage.  

 

1.6.3. Language Behaviours 

The language behaviours of EAL students and staff are their language practices in the various 

social contexts within which they find themselves. Their language practices are the manner in 

which they use language. Language behaviours also refer to the language choices staff and 

EAL students make in the various contexts they shuttle in.   

 

1.6.4. Multilingualism 

It is necessary to provide a working definition of multilingualism in this study because this 

research analyses language preferences and language behaviours of EAL students and of staff 

in the Faculty of Humanities of a historically monolingual white institution. UCT is an 

institution that claims to have since repositioned itself as an Afropolitan university. In its 

mission statement, UCT commits itself to strive to provide an environment that will promote 

„... diversity in demographics, skills and backgrounds‟ (www.uct.ac.za/about/intro/ accessed 

on 15 April 2010) for its diverse student and staff community. I provide three definitions of 

multilingualism and illustrate through them that universities such as UCT claim to promote 

and aspire towards multilingualism, meanwhile they actually promote monolingualism and 

reinforce the power of English through their carefully crafted policies and unchanged 

institutional culture. 

 

In the first definition Brand (2003: 27) defines multilingualism as „… More people using 

more languages in more registers and in more domains‟. This definition could be interpreted 

to mean that speakers of the many South African languages could over time learn each 

other‟s language(s) without fear of marginalisation of their languages. Moreover Brand 

(2003: 27) argues for a multilingual academy. He is of the view that a multilingual academy 

could be possible if multilingualism is introduced progressively over time rather than full-

scale in the short term (see also Ministerial Committee Report 2005: 10 – 11, 13). My 

understanding of Brand‟s (2003) argument is that multilingualism is a process that needs to 

be implemented in phases. It does not need to be done in a sensational manner, but rather 

over time. Implications of a definition such as this for UCT are that classroom practice will 
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be affected, so will its staff component. But because of UCT‟s Afropolitan stance this is a 

realisable goal.  

 

The second definition of multilingualism is provided by Blommaert, Collins & Slembrouck 

(2005: 197) who premise their argument in the social context within which people operate. 

They write: 

 

We argue for reversing the usual order of thinking: multilingualism is not what 

individuals have and don‟t have, but what the environment, as structured 

determinations and interactional emergence, enables and disables.   

   

This definition takes the focus away from individuals and foregrounds linguistic 

opportunities or constraints that the social context provides for language users. This means 

the social context is constructed and determines what language users can or cannot do. This 

brings in the issue of policies and hegemony. What language or languages will be used does 

not depend on the language users, but on the „structured determinations‟ in a given social 

context. For instance, UCT claims to be Afropolitan and has adopted a trilingual policy. 

However, English remains the normative language. The „structured determinations and 

interactional emergence‟ enables the use of English and disables that of the other two 

languages in this trilingual policy. The question that arises is: Can UCT really claim to be a 

multilingual university? I argue that its monolingual history together with its culture of 

„whiteness‟ militates against other languages flourishing as default languages. The linguistic 

choices speakers of the different languages make are largely influenced by what the UCT 

habitus (Bourdieu 1991) allows.  

 

The discussion so far suggests that the main obstacle towards multilingualism in South Africa 

is both the power of English and other factors. These factors are the attitude of EAL speakers 

towards their PLs; the intricate link between practical language use and political posturing. 

As an illustration of these issues above, Braam (2004: 53) found that the interplay between 

policy and social practice „reflects the dominant ideology of post-apartheid South African 

society‟. This ideology constitutes a „shift towards English as the sole language of power‟. At 

both school- and tertiary level there is an increase of English usage. This then raises the 

question of how multilingualism is to be practised in the midst of this growing affinity 

towards English usage. A possible answer lies in what Freeman & Freeman (1998: 196) 

refers to as multi-medium and additive bilingual models of education. In these bilingual 
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models PLs of learners in the school system are maintained throughout.  At a practical level 

the feasibility of this approach can be corroborated by a dual-medium BA degree taught since 

2003 at the University of Limpopo (see Ramani, Kekana, Modiba & Joseph 2007; Ramani & 

Joseph 2002).  

 

The third definition of multilingualism is actually two definitions provided by Swann, 

Deumert, Lillis & Mesthrie (2004: 214). In the one definition they indicate that 

multilingualism is a synonym for bilingualism, which is the use of two or more languages by 

an individual or by a speech community. In the other they refer to an approach that 

sociolinguists believe should be adopted, namely keeping bilingualism separate from 

multilingualism. In this sense bilingualism should refer to the use of two languages, while 

multilingualism is the use of more than two languages. This definition brings to light what 

Garcia (2009) refers to as monoglossic uses of language. Using many languages as opposed 

to using two languages does not indicate as to what the effects of such use are. Are people 

using the different languages doing so with each other or only with those who speak their 

languages? Garcia‟s (2009) monoglossic uses of languages means exactly this – each person 

using her or his language with those who speak it to the exclusion of others. This is 

monolingualism at its best. It is on this basis that in this dissertation I adopt Brand‟s (2003) 

approach to multilingualism because it encourages people to use many languages in many 

registers. It encourages the use of such languages in many domains. Brand‟s (2003) definition 

fits the language contexts and language preferences of subjects of this study.  

 

1.7. Overview of the Dissertation 

 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This chapter provides a discussion of Spolsky‟s General Theory of L2 Learning with special 

reference to conditions that relate to language contexts, preferences and behaviours of EAL 

students and of staff. Where this theory fails, work of other scholars in L2 learning and 

acquisition is used.  

 

Chapter 3: Review of Policy Documents 

The aim with the review of the language policy documents is to provide a background to the 

interpretation of the UCT Language Policy and its implementation Plan. A further aim is to 
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discuss the role language policies play in language use and management in higher education. 

The discussion draws on current debates and perspectives on language policy in higher 

education. Focus is on current criticisms of the LPHE (2002) pertaining language policy 

formulation and implementation in higher education. The discussion also focuses on 

recommendations of the Ministerial Committee Report (2005) on the use of African 

languages as MoI in higher education.  

 

Chapter 4: Research Design and Methodology 

A discussion on research methodology is presented by making reference to key research 

concepts. Drawing on Chilisa & Preece (2005), Hitchcock & Hughes (1989), Cohen et al 

(2000) and Neuman (2003) research methodology justifying the use of an attitude survey and 

related approaches is explored. A description of the process of selecting participants for this 

study is provided as well as a discussion of the methods of gathering and analysing data in 

relation to challenges faced when conducting this research.  

 

Chapter 5: Data Analysis 

The analysis of data is presented in 2 parts. Part 1 describes responses of students and staff to 

questionnaires and interviews.  

 

Part 2 attempts to contextualise student responses and to a limited extent responses of staff to 

the linguistic milieu prevalent at the time (2004 – 2005) this study was undertaken.  

Chapter 6: Interpretation of Data and their Significance 

This chapter provides the outcome of the study and gives an interpretation of the data. It 

discusses EAL students‟ language contexts, language preferences and language behaviours 

and their implications for the implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan. It 

contrasts findings from the student questionnaires with those of staff.  

Chapter 7: Conclusions and Recommendations 

This chapter gives conclusions and recommendations of the study. It makes recommendations 

regarding the possible implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan, and for areas 

of future research.  
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The next chapter discusses Spolsky‟s General Theory of L2 Learning with special reference 

to conditions that relate to language contexts, language preferences and language behaviours 

of respondents in this study. It also touches on Cummins‟s work to address academic 

proficiency and achievement. The discussion shows that language learning and use is located 

within a social context. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Univ
ers

ity
 O

f C
ap

e T
ow

n 



15 

 

 

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Utopia has a long and distinguished history in the annals of political thought … Utopia refers solely to a 

society that is not at present in existence but which is nonetheless desirable … The utility of Utopia does 

not lie only in the realm of public policy, it is also a powerful communicative medium. People are hardly 

receptive to dry conceptual and technical discourse. However, they respond quickly to images, rhetoric 

and symbols … As a result it has the potential to stir the emotions, and get people involved in improving 

their own societies while drawing them together in hope of a better future (Sarakinsky 1997, in Cele 2004) 

 

     (Cartoon adapted from City Press May 22 2005, p18) 
 

Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed if it is not faced (James 

Baldwin, in McKinley, 2005) 
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2.1. Introduction 

This literature review starts with a cartoon depicting a classroom as a domain of teaching and 

learning. Even though the cartoon shows young school children, its message is relevant to a 

university such as UCT. Like school children who are expected to learn English and to 

become accustomed to using it as LoLT EAL students at university are faced with the task of 

acquiring an academic language. What is clear from the cartoon is that the language of 

teaching in the formal classroom context is not the same as the language of learning. That is 

why learners are expressing a desire to use their primary languages (PLs). The situation in the 

majority of classrooms at UCT is similar to that illustrated in the cartoon. EAL students come 

to UCT with different linguistic capital. But at UCT they are faced with a predominantly 

English environment, both in the institutional environment and in the classroom situation. In 

the classroom, most lecturers at UCT and in the Faculty of Humanities are not L1 speakers of 

EAL students‟ PLs, and EAL students are thus afraid to verbalise their language preferences. 

The cartoon illustrates the point that the language environment within which a language user 

is largely determines their language behaviour. For instance, in a situation where English 

dominates, like is the case in classrooms in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT, both L1 

speakers of English and EAL students will use English for communication and general 

interaction purposes.  

In this chapter, I discuss some of the literature on language contexts, language preferences 

and language behaviours with a view to showing how these factors influence the 

implementation of a language policy. The focus will be on Spolsky‟s General Theory of L2 

Learning. This theory will be used in this study to show how language contexts could 

influence both language preferences and language behaviours. I use Spolsky‟s theory because 

it examines conditions under which languages are learned and used. It attempts to include all 

kinds of L2 learning, be it by adults or children – in formal or informal contexts (Spolsky 

1989: 230). In this study EAL students use English in both formal and informal conditions, 

both academic and administrative staff also use it. An overview of this theory follows in the 

next section.  
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2.2. Overview of Spolsky’s General Theory of L2 Learning 

In his General Theory of L2 Learning, Spolsky proposes 74 interacting conditions, which he 

argues are relevant to L2 learning. These conditions are allocated to 11 clusters in such a way 

that those dealing with similar aspects of L2 learning fall into the same cluster. Because there 

are so many conditions, I will limit myself to those conditions that are directly related to 

language contexts (i.e. Conditions 1, 7 and 42), language preferences and motivation 

(Conditions 48, 49, 52, 54 and 55) and language behaviours (Conditions 12 and 15). Finally, I 

will show how Spolsky‟s Model of L2 Learning can be applied to the context of EAL 

students in this study. 

There are two main types of conditions in Spolsky‟s theory, namely, necessary and typical 

conditions. Necessary conditions are essential for L2 learning to occur; in other words, if they 

are not in place, L2 learning is impossible. Conversely, typical conditions are not essential for 

L2 learning to occur. Spolsky uses Jackendoff‟s Preference model as the basis for his own 

theory. His types of conditions are derived from this model, which is in turn based on the 

preference rule system of the human psychological processes. In his model, Jackendoff 

distinguishes between necessary conditions and typical conditions. Drawing on Jackendoff‟s 

preference model, Spolsky‟s theory involves the interaction of several clusters of interrelated 

conditions (Spolsky 1989: 16). Both the necessary and typical conditions in Spolsky‟s theory 

are graded, and there is a relation between the amount and extent to which a condition is met 

and the nature of the outcome (Spolsky 1989: 14). Table 1 below shows Spolsky‟s conditions 

discussed in this chapter. It indicates to which cluster they belong and what aspect of L2 

learning they focus on. 

TABLE 1: Spolsky’s Conditions and their Clusters used in this Study 

Spolsky’s Conditions of 

L2 Learning 

Clusters to which 

Conditions belong 

Aspects of L2 Learning 

Conditions 1 & 7 1 

What it means to know a language, i.e. the 

knowledge of language 

Conditions 12 & 15 2 Language use 

Condition 24 5 Psycholinguistic basis for learning L2 

Conditions 42, 48 & 49 8 Social context of L2 learning 

Conditions 52, 54 & 55 9 Attitudes and motivation of the L2 learner 
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As stated earlier, Conditions 1, 7 and 42 are relevant to language contexts in this study. More 

specifically, Conditions 1 and 7 belong to cluster 1 of Spolsky‟s conditions; this cluster looks 

at the nature of language knowledge, and indicates how such knowledge is to be measured. In 

other words, it defines the meaning of „knowing a language‟. Condition 1 is related to 

interlanguage, which refers to a L2 learner‟s knowledge of L2 or TL. Interlanguage is a 

process through which the L2 learner‟s knowledge becomes a unified whole, with new 

knowledge being integrated and systematically reorganised with previous knowledge of the 

L1. Interlanguage is distinct from L1. It is the overlap between the L1 and L2. Condition 1 is 

a necessary condition for L2 learning, while Condition 7 specifically relates to academic 

skills and is a typical graded condition.  

 

Condition 42 is a typical condition that refers directly to the influence the number of L2 

speakers of a TL can have on potential L2 learners. This condition belongs to cluster 8, which 

discusses the social context within which L2 learning takes place. Conditions in this cluster 

thus affect attitudes to and opportunities for learning that occur in a social context. The social 

context indirectly influences L2 learning. It develops in the learner a set of attitudes towards 

TL, its speakers and the language learning situation (i.e. the context). The social context also 

determines the social provision of various language learning opportunities and situations 

(Spolsky 1989: 131). In this study EAL students are afforded opportunities in the classroom 

to display their academic proficiency skills. However, they are confronted with the 

Englishness of the classroom, which sometimes makes them to be ambivalent towards 

English. They cannot use their PLs in cases like these. The data in Chapter 5 show that these 

students then develop attitudes towards English. In Chapter 6 we show what implications of 

these attitudes are towards the development of their academic language proficiency.  

 

I will discuss Conditions 1, 7 and 42 in relation to respondents in this study. This is because 

EAL students use their PLs and English (L2) in both formal and informal domains, such as in 

their residences and in the classroom respectively. They however also use both languages in 

the informal domain such as in-between classes and at the cafeteria. Conditions 48 and 49 are 

discussed in relation to language preferences. These conditions belong to cluster 8 of 

Spolsky‟s conditions, details of which have been discussed in relation to Condition 42 above. 

Conditions 48 and 49 are typical conditions that refer to linguistic convergence and 

divergence respectively. I also discuss Conditions 52, 54 and 55 as part of language 

preferences and motivation. These conditions are all typical conditions and form part of 
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cluster 9 of Spolsky‟s conditions. They relate to the attitudes and motivation of the L2 

learner. Generally, motivation comes from attitude, suggesting that attitude leads to 

motivation, which in turn influences learning (Spolsky 1989: 149). Condition 52 expresses 

the influence of motivation on L2 learning. Whereas Condition 54 refers to integrative 

motivation, Condition 55 is concerned with instrumental language learning or teaching.  

 

Conditions 12 and 15 are relevant to language behaviours in this study. They belong to 

cluster 2 of Spolsky‟s conditions, which stress the importance of language use. In other 

words, this cluster is concerned with knowing how to use a language. Condition 12, which is 

a necessary condition, deals with automaticity. Automaticity, which Spolsky (1989: 49) 

derived from Bialystok (1982 cited in Spolsky 1989: 49) is the basis of fluency in speech. 

Condition 15 relates to communicative competence. It expands on a condition that Spolsky 

refers to as the Dual Knowledge condition (Spolsky 1989: 49). It is a typical communicative 

goal condition that refers to a situation where, although language learners have knowledge of 

a language (e.g. its grammatical rules), they do not necessarily have the ability to use such 

knowledge (to communicate effectively).  

 

Finally, I discuss Condition 24 as part of language proficiency and academic achievement. 

Condition 24 belongs to cluster 5, which has to do with individual factors affecting learning. 

This cluster sets out the psycholinguistic basis for L2 learning. Consequently, Condition 24 

refers to formal abstract tasks in the formal classroom context. It is connected to abilities of 

the language learner that are related to abstraction and analysis. It is a typical graded 

condition.  

 

The discussion that follows provides a critical analysis of Spolsky‟s General Theory of L2 

Learning with regard to language contexts, preferences and behaviours. The discussion on 

language preferences focuses on attitudes and motivation because Conditions 54 and 55 of 

Spolsky‟s theory relate directly to integrative and instrumental reasons  for language learning 

and use that are relevant to this study.  
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2.2.1. Spolsky’s Proposed Model of L2 Learning and Language Contexts of 

EAL students 

 

Conditions 1 and 7 of Spolsky‟s General Theory of L2 Learning are concerned with what it 

means to know and use a language. Condition 1 states: knowledge of L2 forms a systemic 

whole. This suggests that the L2 learner has an interlanguage (IL), which is a linguistic 

system that draws on the PL of the L2 learner as well as on the TL (Spolsky 1989: 30). 

Implicitly, the IL represents language knowledge of what Spolsky (1989: 34) refers to as an 

„idealized speaker of a homogenous community of second language speakers‟. In a social 

environment such as UCT where English is the default language, EAL students are forced to 

speak English. However, the English they speak varies from the TL (Standard English). 

Nonetheless, despite such variations, EAL students are expected to use Standard English for 

oral and written tasks, like all other students enrolled at UCT. No exceptions are made for 

them. Spolsky argues that there are different views as to what should constitute IL. In that 

respect he critically discusses views held by scholars such as Selinker, Swain, Dumas, 

Davies, Klein and Ellis on IL (Spolsky 1989: 35 – 36). What this means is that scholars have 

differing views on what IL should entail. I cautiously label the English variety spoken by 

EAL students in this study an IL, while qualifying this by indicating that EAL students in this 

study aspire to be proficient in English, similar to native English speakers. I adopt this 

approach in order to highlight that EAL students in this study speak a variety of English, 

distinct from the Standard English. Because EAL students in this study are forced to use 

English, just like all the other students at UCT, I contend that the UCT language context 

similar to that at other universities in South Africa, is not conducive to L2 learning because 

there is little support at a micro level (i.e. in the classroom) to enhance L2 proficiency. 

Recommendations in this regard will be presented in Chapter 7.  

 

Condition 7 relates to an academic setting where language teaching and use are associated 

with the development of academic language skills. What this means is the continued use of 

L2 should improve the L2 user‟s language skills and develop academic language skills as 

well. This suggests the L2 learner is supposed to know the rules of L2 for communicative 

purposes and using it for cognitively demanding tasks as well. The data in this study shows 

that it is not always the case that academic skills are automatically developed in L2 by 

learning that language. It depends on a number of issues, such as the purpose for learning and 
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using L2, and the language context. At university students are expected to use the L2 (in this 

instance English) for both communicative and academic purposes. In Cummins‟ (1991, 2000) 

terms they are to use English for cognitively demanding tasks. However, research (Bangeni 

& Kapp 2005; Paxton 2007, 2009) has shown that EAL students still struggle with academic 

language proficiency, despite the dominance of English in their contexts. The discussion in 

Chapters 5 and 6 will explore possible causes for such language behaviour or attitude. 

Spolsky‟s Condition 7 therefore seems not to apply to student respondents in this study. The 

dominance of English should have made it possible for EAL students to be more fluent in 

English and use it for cognitively demanding tasks with much more ease.   

 

Spolsky‟s Condition 42 describes the influence that the number of speakers of a language as 

L1 or L2 can have on potential TL learners. However, it is not always the case that the 

existence of a large number of L1 or L2 speakers will encourage others to learn TL. For 

example, L1 speakers of English constitute only 8,2% of the South African population, yet it 

is the country‟s default language. Conversely, isiZulu has the most speakers (23,8%) in South 

Africa (http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/report-03-02-01/ accessed 22 April 2010), but 

it is not the normative language of the country. I therefore argue that the existence of a large 

number of speakers of an L1 or L2 by itself does not necessarily persuade others to learn such 

a language. But what might encourage people to learn such a language could be the status of 

that language reinforced by ideology. English is dominant in South Africa because of reasons 

other than the number of its L1 or L2 speakers. To be specific, the UCT social context and 

the South African context in general are influenced by linguistic and political ideology 

inherited from South Africa‟s colonial and later Apartheid past. The education system in 

South Africa reinforces the power of English by using it as MoI. The current battle for the 

survival of Afrikaans as a language of influence in higher education and commerce in South 

Africa bears testimony to this claim. However, English is embedded in the fabric of South 

African society (Chetty & Mwepu 2008: 333; see also Tollefson 1991: 11). Those who use 

English do so because South African society embraces English for instrumental reasons, not 

because of the number of its speakers. In addition, Tollefson (1991: 11) argues that people 

have come to embrace English because of the dominant ideology as referred to above. The 

dominant ideology is largely unconscious. Despite it being largely unconscious, ideology 

shapes behaviour and ensures that people conform to the norms of the dominant group (ibid). 

EAL students in this study acculturate to English for reasons of ideology, amongst other 
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reasons. This ideology often masquerades in the form of language policies and language 

education practices.  

 

Another example pertaining to the power of English is the percentage of L1 speakers of the 

various languages spoken in the Cape Unicity. According to Statistics South Africa (2001) 

41,4% of persons in the Cape Metropolitan area speak Afrikaans as L1 as opposed to 27,9% 

who speak English as L1 (Williams & Bekker 2008: 172). If we follow the proposition of 

Spolsky‟s Condition 42, it would mean that speakers of languages other than English should 

be influenced to speak Afrikaans because of the large numbers of Afrikaans speakers in the 

Cape Metropolitan area. However, this is not the case. Instead, English is the dominant 

language in the formal domain. This occurs despite the fact that, in the Western Cape 

Province, Afrikaans, English and isiXhosa are recognised as official languages (Western 

Cape Language Committee 2001). 

 

In addition to the reasons provided above as to why people are influenced to learn and use 

English, research shows that the status of a language is particularly important. In their 

research at UCT, Bangeni & Kapp (2005: 3-4) discovered that most „black‟ students at UCT 

regard English as their L1. This might be because they studied it at school as L1 or because 

they use it at home. I argue, however, that these students declare English as their L1 because 

it gives them a sense of newfound power. It also has international capital and influence in 

terms of usage. With regard to staff, it was found that “75% of academic staff in Humanities 

are „white‟ and many of the dominant institutional academic and cultural practices are still 

„white‟ and male ...” (Bangeni & Kapp 2005: 11). These factors, rather than the number of 

people who speak the language, indirectly influence EAL students to acculturate towards 

English, (see also Gardner 1985: 135). Furthermore, because of the impact of English in 

society, it has come to be associated with formal education and language teaching (Paxton 

2007 & 2009). The power of English in education is reinforced by language in education 

policies. As the discussion in Chapter 3 will show, the UCT Language Policy (1999) 

unambiguously states that English is the official language at UCT. In terms of the power 

relations, English is clearly dominant. In this sense, then, the UCT Language Policy (1999) is 

ideological – it maintains the status quo, that is, the power and influence of English 

(Tollefson 1991: 11). This is the language context in which EAL students find themselves at 

UCT. In Chapter 6 I present recommendations on how to deal with the implications of the 

language context of EAL students in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT.  
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According to Spolsky‟s model, this social context, which Bourdieu (1991) refers to as 

habitus, leads to language attitudes and behaviours, which join with other personal 

characteristics of the language learner such as „previous knowledge‟, „capabilities‟, 

„personality‟ and „age‟. The „previous knowledge‟ could be the multilingual expertise EAL 

students bring to UCT. „Capabilities‟ could refer to their code-switching or translanguaging 

ability. All these factors are used by the language learner in the domains of language use, 

giving rise to „learning opportunities‟. These „learning opportunities‟ could be in the 

classroom or the home. The model shows that „learning opportunities‟ are part of the „social 

context‟, which suggests that „learning opportunities‟ are also influenced by the „social 

context‟. The last stage of the model looks at the outcome of the interplay between the 

language learner and the social context; such outcome is both linguistic and non-linguistic. 

Spolsky‟s Model of L2 Learning is thus very useful in explaining how language contexts 

influence both language preferences and language behaviours. In the sections that follow, 

other theories of L2 learning will be used to supplement Spolsky‟s theory, particularly with 

regard to academic language proficiency.  

 

2.2.2. Language Preferences and Motivation     

 

Drawing on Reid‟s (1987) research, which is based on self-reporting and observation of 

university students, Spolsky (1989: 109) concludes that „the likelihood is high that group and 

individual preferences will affect the performance of students in appropriate and 

inappropriate learning. For example, in this study EAL students prefer English as the MoI 

even though they have an ambivalent attitude towards it. As a group EAL students would like 

to see their PLs being used in academia, but the problem is which PL to choose as they 

belong to different tribal groups. Reid‟s (1987) research results show that there will always 

be individual differences when it comes to language preferences. What matters most in a 

multilingual society are the attitudes of L2 learners and users towards the TL. These attitudes 

usually shape the learning style preferred by language users. Whether the language user will 

have an integrative or instrumental orientation towards L2 depends on the preferred learning 

style. In other words, the linguistic choices or preferences made by L2 learners depend in part 

on affective and social factors. Affective factors are mainly attitudes, values, cultural beliefs 

and ethnic background, while social factors include the learner‟s place of abode and family 

ties, among others. These affective and social factors either promote or discourage the 
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linguistic choices made by L2 users in this study in the academic or informal realm of their 

daily activities. The learning opportunities to which they are exposed mostly determine their 

language preferences and choices.  

 

The choices made by EAL students and staff within their linguistic contexts are succinctly 

summarised in Conditions 48 and 49 of Spolsky‟s General Theory of L2 learning. These 

conditions refer to linguistic convergence and divergence respectively. Both of these terms 

relate to Giles‟ Accommodation theory, as reviewed by Ellis (1997: 39), who suggests: 

 

… that when people interact with each other they either try to make their 

speech similar to that of their addressee in order to emphasize social 

cohesiveness (a process of convergence) or to make it different in order to 

emphasize their social distinctiveness (a process of divergence).     

 

It is likely that language users who display convergence may be amenable to linguistic 

assimilation with the dominant language group. They are also likely to attain reasonable 

proficiency in L2. Conversely, those who show divergence may find it difficult to 

communicate effectively in the L2. Through the process of divergence, L2 users „emphasize 

their social distinctiveness‟ (Ellis 1997: 39) from other language groups. Conditions 48 and 

49 also provide a synopsis of conditions related to ethnolinguistic identity theory and 

intergroup theory. The former stresses ethnic identity and upholds linguistic differentiation, 

while the latter encourages social cohesiveness.  

 

In the Faculty of Humanities, EAL students show convergence. This means they are willing 

to make their speech similar to that of their English L1 classmates and lecturers. However, 

their lecturers and English L1 classmates do not reciprocate this gesture. They retain their 

English distinctiveness. The data analysis in Chapter 5 shows that it is only EAL students 

who code-switch, translanguage and doubt their proficiency in English, whereas L1 students 

do not. I argue that, because of the power of English at UCT, L1 speakers of English are not 

motivated to learn other languages. In addition, because the current language policy continues 

to emphasize English, L1 speakers of English do not have a pressing need to learn any other 

language in order to cope at UCT. This could have negative implications for the 

implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan, which promotes multilingual 

proficiency.  
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Various scholars agree that attitude influences motivation and motivation in turn influences 

learning (Baker 1993; Gardner 1985; Spolsky 1989). Baker‟s (1993: 95) definition of 

motivation as „the readiness to engage in language learning or language activity‟ relates 

directly to Spolsky‟s Condition 52, which is a typical condition. Drawing on Baker‟s (1993) 

definition, Spolsky‟s Condition 52 can be restated as follows: the more a learner is ready or 

willing to engage in language learning, the more time she or he will invest in learning the TL. 

The readiness to engage in language activity is also dependent on the orientation of the 

language learner towards such TL. The following example illustrates this point: If TL 

(English) is the normative language, as is the case in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT, then 

it is likely that the orientation of an L2 user will be instrumental. Language users with an 

instrumental orientation tend to use TL because they have a set goal; for example, proficiency 

in TL leads to a language credit for study purposes or to better job prospects (Bialystok & 

Hakuta 1994: 137). This is the essence of Condition 52 of Spolsky‟s theory.  

 

Sometimes, however, an L2 user may have an integrative orientation, rather than only an 

instrumental one, by desiring to become part of a particular community. Some scholars argue 

that an integrative orientation is premised upon learning the cultural contexts of the language 

(Bialystok & Hakuta 1994: 137).  Spolsky‟s Condition 54 sums up the integrative motivation 

by stating that integrative orientation is a cluster of favourable attitudes to speakers of TL, 

which have a positive effect on the learning of L2, in particular the development of a native-

like pronunciation and semantic system (Spolsky 1989: 151). Although Spolsky‟s Conditions 

54 and 55 refer directly to integrative and instrumental reasons, his General Theory of L2 

Learning does not specifically indicate why L2 users would be motivated to learn through TL 

instead of their PLs. Spolsky (1989: 153) acknowledges that, since Condition 54, for 

instance, is a typical condition, it does not apply under all circumstances. To this end he 

writes, „while greater motivation and better attitudes lead to better learning, the converse is 

not in fact true: learning another group‟s language does not necessarily improve one‟s 

attitude to the group‟ (Spolsky 1989: 153). Research at UCT shows that EAL students 

identify English as a major obstacle to becoming fully integrated and motivated to learn 

(Paxton 2007: 63 - 64). In the UCT context, therefore, Spolsky‟s Condition 54 does not apply 

to all EAL students in this study. This proves that McLaughlin (1987) is correct when he 

indicates that all theories have limitations. Even though Spolsky‟s theory has 74 conditions 

through which he tried to avoid some of the pitfalls of other language learning theories, his 

theory still has shortcomings.   
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Consequently, I use other scholars who cite differing reasons to explain why EAL students in 

this study might be motivated to learn through English rather than through their PLs. Webb 

(2002: 83) proposes that speakers of the „Bantu languages‟ are attracted to English because of 

its status and social meaning. According to him, English „has a central place in public life‟, as 

opposed to „Bantu languages‟, which „have very little prestige in the public arena and can be 

described as marginalised‟ (ibid). De Klerk (1996: 114) concurs that English has an 

instrumental appeal for EAL students. Some of these students even value it higher than their 

PLs because it is perceived to open doors, thus promoting upward social and economic 

mobility (Nodoba 2002: 334). For Bangeni & Kapp (2005: 11), EAL students who come to 

universities such as UCT are confronted with, not only the predominant language of English, 

but also a culture of „Englishness‟, which is the capital most visible to them. They argue that 

this „Englishness‟ serves as a gatekeeper, both academically and socially. Nonetheless, 

studies confirm that English continues to pose a challenge for EAL students as MoI. For 

instance, Paxton (2007: 63 - 64) found that 32% of EAL students indicated that studying 

through the medium of English affected the way they learned. She concluded that this was an 

indication that UCT was „perpetuating inequality through language‟ (Paxton 2007: 64).  

 

In contrast to Bangeni & Kapp‟s (2005) notion of English as gatekeeper, Chetty & Mwepu 

(2008: 333) indicate that English „is firmly embedded in the fabric of South African 

education and society‟. These authors suggest that, because the majority of South Africans 

speak multiple languages, it is not justifiable to argue that English discriminates against the 

majority of South Africans (Chetty & Mwepu, 2008: 335). Pragmatically, it can be concluded 

that EAL students appear motivated to learn through English because it is the language of 

social and economic power in South Africa. Its influence is indisputable (Ridge 2001). Not 

only does it have international currency, but it is also South Africa‟s de facto national 

language. The differing views of scholars on why EAL students might be motivated to use 

English rather than their PLs suggest that this is a tricky issue. After all, EAL students 

themselves are ambivalent towards English. I conclude that the contexts within which EAL 

students find themselves and their rationalizations about the importance of English in their 

careers are the determining factors about how they will react to English and its native 

speakers. Furthermore, it is important to note that non-linguistic outcomes, such as changes in 

attitude, motivation and personal learning goals, cannot always be accurately predicted. By 

their nature they are largely subjective and context dependent. The complexity of attitudes 

also makes it almost impossible for them to be predicted with absolute certainty.    
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2.2.3. Language Behaviours    

 

Both Conditions 12 and 15 of Spolsky‟s General Theory of L2 Learning stress the importance 

of language use. Condition 12, which refers to the language user‟s fluency in speaking a 

particular language, is a necessary condition for language learning. Condition 15 is a typical 

condition, which refers to the language learner‟s aim of achieving various degrees of control 

of a language for communicative purposes by investing in TL (Spolsky 1989: 18). Such an 

investment in TL, according to Ellis (1997: 42), enhances the cultural capital of language 

users, in that it grants them „access to the knowledge and modes of thought that will enable 

them to function successfully in a variety of social contexts‟ (see also Bangeni & Kapp 

2005). In the current study, EAL students do have knowledge of English as both TL and MoI. 

However, their classroom practices, as reflected in their self-reporting and observation, reveal 

that they experience a sense of ambivalence towards English. They do not participate in class 

discussions because they are not confident about their proficiency in English. They 

nonetheless use English in the informal context with friends. When they interact with 

administrators, EAL students use English and sometimes their PLs, depending on the L1 of 

their interlocutor. They also use English with administrators, not because administrators are 

L1 speakers of English, but because they view English as the common language that enables 

them to communicate effectively. L2 speakers in administration might well be L1 speakers of 

Afrikaans or even L1 speakers of African languages. Nonetheless, EAL students and 

administrators switch to English almost automatically, because African languages generally 

lack the necessary technical vocabulary. For instance, when inquiring about fees or academic 

and financial exclusions, EAL students are forced to use English because their PLs might not 

have adequate vocabulary needed to express themselves in addressing issues of this nature. 

This discussion clearly shows that, despite their ambivalence towards English, EAL students 

do still use English because it is useful to them in the UCT context. In a sense, their 

behaviour is in accordance with findings of Bialystok & Hakuta (1994) who reaffirm the 

general view that learning a language requires one to be engaged in its active use.  

 

Conditions 12 and 15 also relate to L2 acquisition. In this regard, Ellis (1997: 42) makes the 

point that “L2 acquisition involves a „struggle‟ and „investment‟” from the language learner. 

He argues that „successful learners are those who reflect critically on how they engage with 

native speakers and who are prepared to challenge the accepted social order by constructing 
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and asserting social identities of their own choice‟ (ibid). Theories such as Schumann‟s 

Acculturation Model of L2 acquisition, Peirce‟s Social Theory of L2 acquisition and Giles‟ 

Accommodation Theory all contextualise L2 acquisition and proficiency. As mentioned 

earlier, the data of the current study show that EAL students in the Faculty of Humanities at 

UCT are the only ones who do shuttle back and forth between languages. They are 

continuously code-switching and adjusting to the Englishness or English culture of UCT. 

They do so because their social conditions determine the extent of their contact with TL and 

their commitment to learning it in relation to their PLs. In this sense, the language behaviours 

of EAL students are actually the effect of their attitudes. Such attitudes manifest as their 

resolve or motivation to learn and use TL. It can be said that Conditions 12 and 15 of 

Spolsky‟s theory apply directly to EAL students in this study. The language behaviours of 

EAL students, as enumerated above, have positive implications for the implementation of the 

UCT Language Policy and Plan. In contrast, the language behaviours of both English L1 

students and staff have negative implications for the implementation of the same, especially 

in view of its promotion of multilingual proficiency and awareness.  

 

2.4. Language Proficiency and Academic Achievement 

 

As indicated earlier, Condition 7 of Spolsky‟s General Theory of L2 Learning relates to 

language teaching and use in an academic setting. It refers to academic language skills, but 

does so superficially. Instead of providing a discussion on what the development of academic 

language skills entail, Spolsky (1989: 43) mentions other scholars who criticise Cummins‟ 

BICS-CALP distinction. These scholars, cited by Spolsky, indicate that BICS-CALP „is 

largely a result of a special kind of school testing‟ (ibid). This is one of the shortcomings of 

Spolsky‟s theory with regard to the discussion on the development of academic language 

skills of the L2 learner.  

 

In this section, I refer to Cummins and other scholars to discuss in detail the duality of 

language and academic proficiency. This discussion will show the relationship between 

academic language proficiency and academic achievement. In the current study, EAL 

students need academic language proficiency in order to be successful in their studies. 

Consequently, this discussion is necessary. Scholars such as Oller (1979), Labov (1973), 

Bruner (1975), Olson (1977), Donaldson (1978) and Bereiter & Scardamalia (1981, 1982) put 
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forward arguments centred on the developmental relationship between thought and language. 

They argue for the necessity to distinguish between processing language in informal everyday 

situations and language processing required in most academic situations (Cummins & Swain 

1986: 142 – 156; Cummins 1991, 2000). Cummins‟s BICS-CALP theoretical framework is 

based on this duality of language processing.  

 

In reviewing Cummins‟ work, Appel & Muysken (1987: 105) argue that Basic Interpersonal 

Communicative Skills (BICS) are phonological, syntactic and lexical skills, which are 

necessary for a language learner to function in daily interpersonal contexts. Activities related 

to BICS, such as chatting with friends, are said to be context-embedded and cognitively 

undemanding. Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP), however, is needed for 

tasks where language learners are required to manipulate surface features of language beyond 

interpersonal contexts. Examples of CALP tasks are writing an essay or persuading someone 

in an argument (ibid). In this sense, CALP tasks are context-reduced yet cognitively 

demanding. Because these tasks rely on the recognition of linguistic cues to meaning, they 

lead to interpretation and manipulation of the logic of communication. These are real 

academic tasks, which EAL students face in the classroom. 

 

With regard to language proficiency, particularly when dealing with EAL students, Bialystok 

(1991) argues that a distinction should be drawn between language proficiency in L1 and L2: 

„second-language problems are depicted as demanding higher levels of skills than 

comparable problems in a first language because the demands placed upon performance for 

speakers in  a second language are more taxing than those imposed for speakers carrying out 

the same function in a first language‟ (Bialystok 1991: 123). Bialystok‟s argument revolves 

around proficiency in the oral uses of language. In this study, for example, EAL students are 

speakers of multiple African languages. One assumes that they are reasonably proficient in 

their PLs. When they come to university, however, they are expected to perform oral 

academic tasks in a language in which they are not proficient, while they do not use – are not 

allowed or able to use – the one in which they are proficient. Thus, as Bialystok states, the 

performance of such students in oral academic tasks will be below par compared to their 

classmates who carry out such tasks in their PL (usually English). It is clear that in this 

instance language proficiency entails the ability to express and interpret meanings as they 

develop through spoken discourse. Not only are students expected to be orally capable, they 

also have to use language to show literacy and meta-linguistic expertise. Their literacy uses 
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involve the construction of meaning emanating from interactions with the written text, while 

the meta-linguistic uses of language entail a relatively high demand for analysis of linguistic 

knowledge and control of processing (Bialystok 1991: 124, 128, 130 - 131). Similarly, 

Spolsky‟s Condition 24 is also an example of the meta-linguistic uses of language. It looks at 

formal abstract tasks in the formal classroom context. Furthermore, it is connected to abilities 

of the language learner, which are related to abstraction and analysis (Spolsky 1989: 97).  

Clearly, all these tasks are cognitively demanding and are largely context reduced. It is this 

classroom reality, among other factors, that elicits reactions such as the lack of responses 

from EAL students in class discussions. Their personal rationalizations about their classroom 

experiences also lead to their ambivalence towards English. 

 

Bialystok‟s (1991) argument that there is a distinction between language proficiency in L1 

and L2 makes it necessary for us to interrogate the relationship between academic skills in L1 

and L2. In this respect, Cummins (1984) is helpful. He argues that academic skills in L1 and 

L2 are interdependent (Cummins 1984: 15). This is because of the transferability of 

proficiencies across languages, for example, proficiencies in reading and writing. His 

argument is premised upon the interdependence hypothesis, which was developed in relation 

to the development of bilingual academic skills (Cummins 1984: 14). Cummins argues that 

„any language task which is cognitively demanding for a group of individuals is likely to 

show a moderate degree of interdependence across languages‟ (ibid). Some scholars agree 

with Cummins insofar as the need to develop an adequate theoretical framework for relating 

language proficiency to academic achievement is concerned. However, they do not think his 

BICS-CALP framework adequately describes the relationship between language proficiency 

and academic achievement. For Genessee (1984: 24), it is not clear from Cummins‟ 

framework as to whether „it is simply L1 mastery that predicts L2 mastery in the case of 

academic language skills or whether age and possibly other factors play a role‟. He thus 

implies that Cummins‟ framework ignores the impact of the social context within which 

language development and use occur (Genessee 1984: 26).  

 

Canale (1984) provides a critical review of Cummins‟ framework on various aspects of 

language proficiency. Canale (1984: 32) observes that “Cummins equates „language 

proficiency‟ with „communicative proficiency‟ to emphasize the importance of the broader 

social context in which language proficiency develops”. He argues that equating language 

proficiency with communicative proficiency „gives the questionable impression that 
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communication is the only or most important use of language‟ (Canale 1984: 33). Another 

problem Canale (1984: 33) raises is the „order of difficulty and developmental sequence 

regarding the four general types of tasks‟, in other words, the relationship between the four 

quadrants in Cummins‟ framework. Canale (1984: 34) concludes with an important 

observation, which relates to Cummins‟ BICS-CALP activities. This has to do with what 

students can or cannot do. Canale (1984) argues that the performance of students in terms of 

language proficiency and academic achievement cannot strictly speaking be accounted for 

only by Cummins‟ four quadrants regarding academic tasks, namely, (a) context-reduced 

cognitively undemanding, (b) context-reduced cognitively demanding, (c) context-embedded-

cognitively undemanding and (d) context-embedded-cognitively demanding academic tasks. 

Canale‟s (1984) criticism brings to light the fact that there is considerable variation among 

individuals when it comes to communicative proficiency or language proficiency and 

academic achievement. Being a good oral communicator does not automatically translate into 

being a good analytical writer. 

 

Even though Cummins‟ BICS-CALP theoretical framework has been criticised by scholars, 

as cited by Spolsky (1989: 43), who argue that BICS-CALP is largely the result of a special 

kind of school testing, I believe the concept is useful because it has improved our 

understanding of the duality of language and academic proficiency. It also brings into sharp 

focus the issue of the power of language in the classroom in relation to academic 

achievement. EAL students do not have the freedom to use their PLs in class, unlike their 

English L1 classmates, whose language is the MoI. EAL students thus experience the effects 

of what Tollefson (1991) refers to as the monolingual ideology in the classroom, which does 

not allow for language variation. EAL students are expected to perform well academically, 

despite the fact that their academic performance is assessed in a language in which they are 

less proficient. The language power relations in the classroom are such that PLs of EAL 

students are not used for teaching or for assessment – despite theories such as Cummins‟, 

which show that CALP tasks need students to be proficient in the language used as MoI. 

 

2.5. Language, Identity and Culture    

 

Spolsky‟s General Theory of L2 Learning does not make direct reference to the relationship 

of language, identity and culture. However, it is important to show the link between these 
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three aspects of social life in a study that analyzes language preferences and behaviours in a 

university context. In this discussion, I thus refer to scholars who discuss the relationship 

among language, identity and culture. Gardner (1985: 134) argues that it is possible for 

proficiency in a language to lead to a change in a person‟s identity: „with proficiency in the 

language comes the possibility of changes in self-identity‟. Proficiency in a language can lead 

to a change in self-identity in the event where there is linguistic inequity. In such situations, 

language users make rationalizations, for example, in her interview in this study, Nosizwe 

uses English to „put food on the table‟.  This is an instrumental reason for using TL, which in 

the Faculty of Humanities at UCT is the normative language. Sometimes self-identity can be 

affected by integrative motivation because speakers of TL seem to enjoy certain benefits, one 

of which is status – TL (English) enjoys greater prestige in society. Norton‟s (2000) 

conception of identity refers to the interconnectedness of language and culture. She uses 

„identity to reference how a person understands his or her relationship to the world, how that 

relationship is constructed across time and space, and how the person understands 

possibilities for the future‟ (Norton 2000: 5). By using and understanding the nuances of a 

language, an individual discovers who she or he is in relation to other people. Research at 

UCT shows that more and more EAL students declare English as their L1 (Bangeni & Kapp 

2005; Paxton 2009; UCT Language Plan 2003). This may be their way of dealing with 

challenges they encounter in the university context, whose habitus is English. In order to be 

part of this social reality and to be acceptable to the rest of the academic community, they 

have to adjust.    

 

Most scholars argue that identity is based on how individuals relate to others in society. For 

instance, „identity is constituted on the basis of shared characteristics and symbolic 

representations such as languages and cultural values in relation to other groups with 

different symbolic representations‟ (Mashige 2004: 2). Mashige (2004: 2) also contends that 

identity is strategic and positional; it is never fixed in form. He recognises identity as being 

largely provisional, determined by and dependent upon the context within which it is 

articulated. Identity can be said to be social, fluid, multiple and often contradictory (Bangeni 

& Kapp 2005:  6). De Kadt (2005: 22) corroborates the fluidity of identity thus: „In 

poststructuralist terms, identity is conceptualised as not pre-existing but rather as socially 

constructed on an ongoing basis‟. EAL students in this study have brought their home 

identities with them to UCT, but within the UCT social context, they assume another identity 
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– they are EAL students. As such, they constantly have to access the power of English. This 

identity issue causes some of their ambivalence towards English.   

 

In the South African context, the use of English and Afrikaans in the academy has given rise 

to multiple identities, especially of EAL students. When such students enter universities such 

as UCT, they are expected to have the „cultural capital that the institution deems appropriate‟ 

(Bangeni & Kapp 2005: 6). Bangeni & Kapp (2005: 11) claim that at UCT “„Englishness‟ is 

the capital that is most visible to students and, in their eyes, it is owned by „whites‟ and 

serves as a gatekeeper, both academically and socially”. Findings of a student climate survey 

conducted by Strategy & Tactics on behalf of UCT in 2004 corroborate Bangeni & Kapp‟s 

(2005) claims (see Smith et al 2004). From Smith et al‟s (2004) findings, it emerges that 

proficiency in the dominant discourse affects self-identity at UCT. Again, studies carried out 

at UCT and elsewhere show that this tension might lead to changes in the self-identity and 

self-esteem of EAL students (see Bangeni & Kapp 2005: 6 – 7; Gardner 1985: 134; and 

Thesen & Van Pletzen 2006: 5 - 6).  

 

Bangeni & Kapp (2005: 15) also found that EAL students come from „very different class 

backgrounds and the schools they attended vary between elite, middle-class and working-

class‟. Although I refer to EAL students as a homogenous group in this dissertation, the 

citation above brings into sharp focus the fact that tension between the home identities and 

English of EAL students with a working class background is more pronounced than is the 

case in the other two class categories (i.e. among their middle-class or wealthier peers). 

However, an important point to note is that students with a working class background are not 

homogenous either. For instance, the student respondents in this study come from both urban 

and traditional rural areas. Their experiences of the tension between their home identities and 

English are bound to differ. In the case of rural students, for instance, the use of English tends 

to be restricted to the classroom, while they use their PLs mostly in social circles. Urban 

students, in contrast, claim that they use English both at UCT and at home. Their socio-

economic context in the townships generally allows for the limited use of English and the 

leeway to use the various varieties of their PLs (see also Nomdo 2006). As „political 

activists‟, the SRC respondents in this study expressed views from within the advocacy 

movement, that is, they politicize issues by continually referring to the role the state plays in 

influencing policy direction at universities. It would appear their views on language use both 
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on and off campus are largely influenced by their political rationalizations and their social 

spaces of influence. 

 

The possible changes in „self-identity‟ and „self-esteem‟ referred to above introduce other 

possibilities, which constitute the last stage of Spolsky‟s Model of L2 learning, namely, the 

outcome of language acquisition (Appendix 13). This outcome can either be additive or 

subtractive bilingualism. Additive bilingualism occurs when an additional language and 

culture „have been acquired with little or no pressure to replace or reduce the first language‟ 

(Baker 1993: 95). This form of bilingualism is likely to lead to a positive self-concept of the 

L2 acquirer. Additive bilingualism is linked to integrative motivation, in which the language 

user is likely to maintain her or his PL while using the TL (see Sawhney 1998 and Spolsky‟s 

Condition 54). Subtractive bilingualism, in contrast, often evolves when speakers of a 

minority language appear to reject their own cultural values in favour of an economically and 

culturally prestigious group. However, Garcia (2009) raises new perspectives on these 

concepts of additive and subtractive bilingualism. She argues that both of these have a 

„monoglossic orientation‟ because they promote monolingualism (Garcia 2009: 116). Garcia 

(2009: 118) suggests two alternative theoretical frameworks for bilingual education, namely, 

recursive and dynamic, which she claims does not rely on monolingualism. I will not go into 

detailed discussions of the recursive and dynamic theoretical frameworks because that falls 

beyond the scope of this study. The purpose of mentioning these other theoretical frameworks 

was merely to indicate an awareness of current thinking in the field of bilingual education. I 

will therefore retain my use of the concepts: additive and subtractive bilingualism.  

 

Additive bilingualism, as Sawhney (1998: 120) argues, is linked to instrumental motivation 

and it is socially constructed. Instrumental motivation is also alluded to in Spolsky‟s 

Condition 55. It states: „If you need to speak to someone who does not know your language, 

you can learn that person‟s language or help that person to learn your language‟. This notion 

of instrumental motivation as enumerated in Spolsky‟s Condition 55 directly applies to EAL 

students in this study. These students are mostly faced with monolingual lecturers and 

classmates who do not know their PLs. To ensure communication, EAL students therefore 

acculturate to English. The UCT social reality forces them to change from their PL to 

English. But the process ends there. The social context in the classroom does not make room 

for EAL students to teach their monolingual lecturers and fellow students their PLs. In an 

attempt to address this anomaly, the Multilingualism Education Project (MEP) uses its 
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„Masithethe isiXhosa‟ classes for students and staff to help them learn isiXhosa. Furthermore, 

UCT has adopted a trilingual approach to its language policy. Chapter 3 offers a critical 

discussion of this policy.  

 

2.6. Conclusion 

 

The discussion of Spolsky‟s General Theory of L2 Learning has revealed that success in L2 

learning and use is context dependent. It has also shown that the language preferences, 

motivation and language behaviours of the L2 learner determine the success of language 

learning. In addition, the discussion has shown that language is a powerful marker of social 

identity. Both Tollefson (1991) and Cummins (1984) have argued that EAL is about 

accessing the power of English in the formal and informal domain in higher education and in 

society in general. The power of English at UCT and other universities is sustained through 

ideology, which is largely an unconscious process reinforced through language education 

policies. The issue of the power of English is raised sharply in this study to indicate that the 

language context in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT influences language preferences and 

language behaviours. In turn, such language preferences and behaviours of EAL students and 

of staff affect the implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan within the context of 

practices such as written assessments and classroom pedagogy conducted in English. This 

further confirms the dominance of English in the said faculty.  

 

The discussion on language contexts examined what it means to know and use a language in 

a cognitively demanding environment, such as a university. The question was raised as to 

whether the UCT language context in the Faculty of Humanities is conducive to effective L2 

learning. A possible answer to this question encourages an in-depth analysis of the data, 

which is presented in Chapter 5. The value of Spolsky‟s General Theory of L2 Learning in 

this study lies in the framework it provides. It helped me understand that social context can 

influence the language behaviours and language attitudes of L2 learners.  

 

The discussion of language preferences and motivation focused on integrative and 

instrumental reasons for language learning and use. It concluded on the note that learning 

opportunities EAL students are exposed to will ultimately determine their preferences. 

Language behaviours are a direct result of language attitudes. The discussion thus referred to 
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the investment made by a language learner in learning L2. Spolsky‟s General Theory of L2 

Learning has shown that language contexts, language preferences and language behaviours 

have implications for language policy implementation in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT. 

Finally, Cummins‟ BICS-CALP distinction clarified the relationship between academic 

language proficiency and academic achievement. It showed that language use could 

determine power relations in the classroom.  

 

This literature review has shown that the classroom in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT does 

not allow for the use of many languages – it is largely guided by a monolingual ideology, 

which promotes English as the default language. Furthermore, Cummins‟ BICS-CALP 

distinction can be used to help us understand, for example, the ambivalence of EAL students 

in the Faculty of Humanities towards English and their PLs. The language behaviours and 

associated language preferences of both EAL students and staff were also interpreted by 

using some of the theories discussed in this literature review. Such interpretation is discussed 

more fully in Chapter 6 of this dissertation. The interpretation provides a better understanding 

of the implications of the language contexts, preferences and behaviours of EAL students and 

staff for the implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan. Chapter 6 presents the 

outcome of this study, whereas Chapter 7 provides the answer to the research question by 

summarising the language preferences and behaviours of EAL students and of staff in their 

various language contexts. Implications for the implementation of the UCT Language Policy 

and Plan of the language contexts, preferences and behaviours of both EAL students and of 

staff will also be presented in that chapter. 

 

The theoretical framework of this study would be incomplete without a review of policy 

documents. Chapter 3 below discusses the UCT Language Plan (2003) in relation to the 

LPHE (2002). The review of these policies shows what their implications are for language 

contexts, preferences and behaviours of EAL students and of staff at UCT. The review of 

these policies complements this literature review. 
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CHAPTER 3: REVIEW OF POLICY DOCUMENTS
6
 

 
No Easy Walk to Linguistic Freedom

7
: The Significance of Multilingualism in an Afropolitan University  

 

3.1. Introduction 

This chapter reviews the different language policy documents pertaining to higher education 

in South Africa. It discusses the role language policies play in language use and management 

in higher education. The aim with the review of the language policy documents is also to 

provide a background to the interpretation of the UCT Language Policy and its 

implementation Plan. The discussion draws on current debates and perspectives on language 

policy in higher education and focuses on current criticisms of the LPHE (2002) in relation to 

language policy formulation and implementation in higher education. Finally, the discussion 

refers to recommendations of the Ministerial Committee Report (2005) on the use of African 

languages as MoI in higher education.  

 

3.2. The Role of Language Policies in Language Use and Management  

Briefly, language policy may be defined as decisions taken with regard to language use (cf. 

Phaswana 1994: 4).  According to Spolsky (2004: 39) language policies are based on various 

beliefs about language; and that such policies develop within various social groups and 

mostly result in efforts to manage and modify language practices of others. Language policy 

as Spolsky (2004) notes is associated with power and authority. Tollefson (1991: 6) expresses 

a similar view by arguing that language policy plays an important role in the structure of 

power and inequality, especially in relation to school-based language learning. Following 

both Spolsky (2004) and Tollefson (1991: 11) language policy could be seen as a tool used to 

sustain power relations that exist within society, particularly at an ideological level. 

Moreover, Tollefson (1991) argues that the spread of English and its centrality in language 

policies in countries such as Namibia and South Africa, is largely ideological in that English 

is portrayed as the language of economic power, governance and influence in society. In this 

process other languages are marginalised.  

                                                 
6
 My supervisors and I are of the view that policy documents do not form part of Literature Review. As a result 

a chapter focusing on the UCT Language Policy and Plan, the LPHE (2002) and the Western Cape Language 

Policy (2001) became necessary.  
7
 This expression is lifted from Kamwendo‟s (2006) article, which appears in the references. I am indebted to 

the author for its use in this dissertation.  
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However, Ridge (2001:17) introduces another dimension to the debate. He declares that the 

existence of policy does not follow that it will translate into social reality. The fact that 

language policy is associated with political power and ideology is in Ridge‟s (2001) terms the 

essence of the „idealist discourse‟. Ridge (2001:17) argues that the „idealist discourse‟ has 

„bedevilled language policy‟ in that it makes „the assumption that principle is policy, word is 

deed, and law once passed into the statute books is social reality‟. The point Ridge (2001: 17) 

is making is clearly stated in this statement: „Policy makers may state what they like in regard 

to language development, but the people will determine by their own agenda the extent, the 

character and the time scale of change on the ground‟. This statement could be interpreted to 

mean that the way people behave regarding their everyday use of language cannot, strictly 

speaking, be regulated. However, I argue that people‟s language behaviour can be regulated 

both in the formal and informal domain of language use. For instance it is not through 

coincidence that the UCT Language Policy (1993) declares English as MoI. This declaration 

is both a function of ideology and the influence of the UCT linguistic habitus. The 

institutional culture and distinct English identity of UCT also influence decisions around its 

language policy.  

 

Spolsky (2004) introduces another dimension to the significance of language policies in 

communities. According to Spolsky (2004) language policies can either assume an implicit or 

explicit format. The former is based on how a community understands what its language 

policy is, based on linguistic practices of its members while the latter refers to the 

implementation of a written policy. It could be argued, as Spolsky (2004: 39) notes: „in any 

social group, there may or may not be explicit and observable efforts at language 

management,‟ the existence of a policy notwithstanding. At the very core of language policy 

is choice. Whether the policy is implicit or explicit, individual members of society, groups or 

organisations continually make choices within or outside the confines of the policy, as EAL 

students in this study demonstrate. Spolsky (2004: 217) further makes the point: „… language 

practices, beliefs and management are not necessarily congruent. Each may reveal a different 

language policy. The way people speak, the way they think they should speak, and the way 

they think other people should speak may regularly differ.‟ It is therefore not surprising for 

language policies of universities in the Western Cape Province, for example, to differ, even 

though they are regulated by the LPHE (2002). The status a language has in society to a large 

extent indicates its influence and power. At UCT English is the normative language because 

of its power. At Stellenbosch University Afrikaans is the normative language because of its 
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status and power on that campus. The language policies of these two institutions are bound to 

differ because of the language power dynamic. 

 

Universities in South Africa responded to the LPHE (2002) in ways that are informed by their 

institutional cultures, linguistic contexts, and dynamics of demographics of both their staff 

and students profile. Such a response is in line with successful language planning, which 

must be underpinned by two vital elements namely: „an analysis of actual needs and an 

understanding of ideological commitments‟ (Ridge 2001: 17).  My impression is that the 

response of some universities to the LPHE (2002) was to align their language policies and 

plans such that they take advantage of the loopholes in the LPHE (2002) and weaknesses in 

its politically desirable declarative statements such as the equity of the eleven South African 

languages. To declare South Africa‟s eleven languages official without considering the 

practical implications thereof is for me political expediency premised on what in Ridge‟s 

(2001) terms is the „idealist discourse‟. What should rather be looked at are factors that shape 

language use in formal and informal contexts. Both language behaviours and preferences of 

language users are important in this respect. The impact of phenomena such as 

internationalisation in higher education and globalization need careful consideration because 

as Tollefson (2002: 327) argues language policies in education emerge in response to 

important social forces. In current times such social forces are not only local (i.e. political 

changes; institutional transformation, etc) but international as well (i.e. economic meltdown, 

globalization and institutional collaboration). So, language policy, especially of universities 

will be impacted upon by both local and global forces.   

 

In its response to the LPHE (2002) UCT revised its Language Policy in 2003 and also 

developed a Language Plan. UCT‟s Language Plan (2003) incorporates actual needs and the 

different ideological perspectives of various stakeholders at UCT (which were solicited 

through the Multilingualism Panel Debate Series, organised by the task team that developed 

the language plan).  The discussions that follow enumerate salient points of the UCT 

Language Policy and Plan.  
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3.3. UCT Language Policy (1999 revised in 2003)  

 

The revised UCT Language Policy is UCT‟s current policy on language of instruction, 

administration and assessment. The UCT Language Policy (1999) recognises the personal, 

social and educational value of multilingualism and language development. It further reflects 

UCT‟s institutional goals which are to: 

1) Be a player in the global field whilst playing an active developmental and supportive 

role in its local African environment; 

2) Ensure meaningful access and success for students and staff from diverse 

backgrounds; 

3) Create an institutional culture where systems, processes, behaviour, symbols and 

rituals represent a diversity of culture (UCT Language Plan 2003: 1 – 2). 

The UCT Language Policy (1999) also stresses the importance of the development of 

multilingual awareness and proficiency. This implies that not only should students and staff 

be sensitive to other languages and their speakers, but be communicatively functional in such 

languages where practicable. Even though the UCT Language Policy (1999) stresses the 

importance of multilingual awareness and proficiency, it states unambiguously that English is 

the MoI; it is the language of administration and internal governance. Those members of the 

UCT community to whom English is not a primary language are expected to acquire 

„effective literacy in English‟, by which is meant to „understand the ability to communicate 

through the spoken and written word in a variety of contexts: academic, social, and in their 

future careers‟ (UCT Language Policy 1999: 1). To me, this sounds contradictory in the sense 

that the UCT Language Policy (1999) claims on the one hand to promote multilingual 

awareness and proficiency, while on the other it stresses English proficiency. English is the 

default language and the MoI.  

 

The question to ask is: How possible is the promotion of multilingual awareness and 

proficiency in the light of the dominance of English at UCT? The language policy in its 

current form seems not to address this concern, suffice it to devolve its implementation to 

Faculties, Language and Literature Departments, CHED and CALLSSA. As discussed 

earlier, the UCT Language Policy reflects the linguistic habitus of the institution. By 

declaring English as MoI, language of administration and internal governance, UCT‟s 

intentions are clear – maintain the status quo by promoting the „Englishness‟ of the 
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institution. As Tollefson (1991: 6) mentioned, this is a case of language policy playing an 

important role in the structure of power and inequality. The claim to promote multilingual 

awareness and proficiency in its language policy document, is UCT‟s way of using public 

discourse to give the impression that as a historically English university, it has transformed 

linguistically. The fact of the matter is the linguistic landscape is still very English. In 

fairness to UCT, however, it is worth mentioning that the institution has devised a language 

plan outlining how it intends going about transforming its language practices and addressing 

gaps in its language policy. In this respect the UCT Language Plan (2003: 1) proposes: 

„strategies, guidelines and structures for the introduction of multilingual awareness and 

practice‟.  

 

3.4. UCT Language Plan (2003) 

 

The UCT Language Plan (2003) was a direct response to the national government‟s 2002 

directive to South African universities to devise language plans so as to indicate how they 

plan to go about implementing multilingualism on their campuses. In this sense the UCT 

Language Plan (2003) complements the UCT Language Policy (1999). It details how 

multilingual awareness and practice is to be promoted at UCT. To this end the UCT 

Language Plan (2003: 1) states: „to propose strategies, guidelines and structures for the 

introduction of multilingual awareness and practice at the University of Cape Town‟. The 

discussion thus far reveals that both the UCT Language Policy (1999 revised in 2003) and the 

UCT Language Plan (2003) constitute the statutory language context for both EAL students 

and staff in the Faculty of Humanities. This is the context within which EAL students and 

staff show their language preferences and behaviours. They both make their linguistic choices 

within the confines of the Language Policy and Plan or outside of it – depending on whether 

the domain of language use is formal or informal. To capture the essence of the language 

context at UCT (at a statutory level) the recommendations of the UCT Language Plan (2003) 

could be summarised as follows:  

 

1) Language Development,  

2) Language Practices and  

3) Multilingual Proficiency and Awareness.   
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3.4.1. Recommendations of the UCT Language Plan (2003) 

1) Language Development: The UCT Language Plan (2003) provides guidelines for 

language development at the level of Faculties, Degree or Programme Committees 

and Departments at UCT, over a six-year period. These guidelines are: 

a) Identifying the nature of the proficiency of students in English and in other South 

African languages. 

b) Degree Committees are to give thought on how to strengthen and expand their 

current provision of language and literacy support through adjunct tutorials and 

writing tasks, particularly at senior levels. 

c) Departments are encouraged to develop self-access, contextualised multilingual 

concept dictionaries in their first-year courses with the help of African Language 

specialists and Educational Technology staff in CHED. 

 

2) Language Practices: Pursuant to the ideal of aligning language practices at UCT to 

the institution‟s goals, the UCT Language Plan (2003) proposes that the following 

innovations by the Language Development Group be mainstreamed and systematised: 

a) Encouraging students to use their PLs in class as scaffolding to clarify ideas and 

concepts. 

b) Conducting Writing Centre, staff and student consultations in the PL. 

c) Providing orientation materials in the PL - (the Commerce orientation booklet is 

cited as an example). 

d) Translating essay topics to the PL. 

e) Training tutors to use multilingualism as a resource. 

f) Developing multilingual textbooks or teacher‟s resource books [see Young, van 

der Vlugt, & Qanya (2005), a teacher‟s resource book]. 

 

3) Multilingual Proficiency and Awareness: The UCT Language Plan (2003) proposes 

the following steps to foster multilingualism and multilingual awareness over a six-

year period: 

a) Degree committees consider the introduction of a relevant Southern African 

language requirement (as a credit-bearing course). In some faculties this may take 

the form of a workplace-orientated, communicative course (as has been the case in 

the Health Sciences). 
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b) Academic and administrative staff be provided with appropriate language learning 

opportunities and training in ESL teaching and multilingual awareness. 

c) Human Resources consider the notion that staff efforts to learn SAL or to undergo 

training in ESL teaching be recognised for purposes of performance appraisal. 

d) Student Development and Services and the Residences sector be asked to develop 

appropriate informal opportunities for the promotion of multilingualism and for 

English L1 speakers to hear and speak other South African languages with their 

peers. 

e) UCT promotes multilingualism in the environment by, for example, creating 

signage in public spaces in the three official languages of the province, producing 

some documentation in English, Xhosa and Afrikaans and acknowledging and 

celebrating (its) multilingualism at official gatherings (timely examples are UCT‟s 

emblem and the welcome message on the UCT website homepage written in 

Afrikaans, English and Xhosa). 

 

The UCT Language Plan (2003) also proposes a trajectory to phase in the aforesaid proposals 

over a six-year period. Equally important is the statement: 

 

Although the recommendations in this report contain concrete suggestions 

about structural implementation, this should not preclude new initiatives or the 

use of resources other than those mentioned (UCT Language Plan 2003: 11).  

 

This opens opportunity for innovation and experimentation with new ideas as proposals of 

the UCT Language Plan (2003) are put into effect. However, this open-endedness and 

seeming flexibility is subject to a plethora of interpretations. Firstly, it could be assumed that 

UCT wants to create an atmosphere of stakeholder-participation and buy-in beyond 2010, 

when the language plan shall have been implemented. Secondly, this approach may be 

viewed as part of a bigger institutional project, meant to afford MEP curriculum space (cf. 

Thesen 2006) in order to explore other innovative ways of fostering multilingual awareness 

and proficiency throughout UCT campuses. Lastly, another interpretation emanates from 

Desai‟s (1997) comments in relation to policy documents in general. In her view policies are 

but just statements of intent. In most instances those that promulgate them never get to the 

point of implementation (Desai 1997). Pursuing this line of reasoning, critics of the UCT 

Language Plan (2003) might argue that this plan is a way of repackaging the centrality of 

English in a much more subtle way than the policy‟s emphasis on English as the operational 
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language. Comparing the UCT Language Policy (1999 revised in 2003) with those of other 

universities, Balfour (2005: 70) makes the following observation:  

 

… the University of Cape Town‟s policy does not provide any indication of 

timeframes or development plans. Of all the policies it alone advocates the 

most explicit „English only‟ approach to the question of language development 

stating that „Language and literature departments at UCT that teach South 

African languages other than English or international languages are expected 

to play a key role in exploring ways of assisting the UCT community to 

achieve awareness and proficiency‟ (2003: 1).   

 

Balfour (2005) criticises the fact that the UCT Language Policy (1999) designates English as 

the primary MoI and that its implementation is highly devolved. Even though the UCT 

Language Policy (1999) „does not provide any indication of timeframes or development 

plans‟ as Balfour (2005) argues, the Language Plan (2003) details UCT‟s intentions of 

promoting multilingual awareness over a specified period. UCT has also established MEP to 

oversee the implementation of proposals of its Language Plan (2003) and to make practicable 

the broad ideas in the revised Language Policy (1999). Compared to actual language practices 

at Universities of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN) and Limpopo (UL), for example, UCT is doing 

reasonably well, its „Englishness‟ notwithstanding. Table 2 below summarises language 

policy practices at UCT, UKZN and UL (at the time this study was undertaken). 
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TABLE 2: Language policy practices at UCT, UKZN and UL  

 

ACTIVITY 

 

UCT 

 

UKZN 

 

UL 

 

 

Language(s) 

of  academic 

Operation 

*English only in all 

programmes excluding 

language departments.  

*Afrikaans & isiXhosa: not 

mandatory.  

*Staff encouraged to 

acquire a working 

knowledge in Afrikaans & 

isiXhosa.  

*English and to a limited 

extent isiZulu in some other 

programme(s).   

*isiZulu is mandatory for all 

staff. 

*English and to a limited 

extent Sesotho sa Leboa 

(Sepedi) in a programme.  

*Sesotho sa Leboa (Sepedi) 

dominant in the area. No 

specific language 

requirement prescribed.  

*English dominant among 

staff.  

 

ACTIVITY 

 

UCT 

 

UKZN 

 

UL 

 

Institutional 

Shape and 

Size 

Did not merge with any 

institution. 

The former universities of 

Natal and Durban Westville 

merged to form UKZN.  

The former universities of 

the North and MEDUNSA 

merged to form UL. 

 

Student 

Profile 

*Local (Black, Coloured, 

Indian and White).  

*International (countries in 

Africa and abroad).  

*Local (Black, Coloured, 

Indian and White).  

*International (countries in 

Africa and abroad) 

*Local (Black, Coloured, 

Indian).  

*International (countries in 

Africa) 

 

 

Multilingual 

Programmes  

 

*MEP: Implements the 

UCT Language Plan (2003).  

*MEP: Runs short courses 

for staff development in 

isiXhosa and Afrikaans (e.g. 

Masithethe isiXhosa). 

*MEP: Developing 

glossaries for courses such 

as Economics, Engineering, 

Law, etc. 

*Research: CHED, 

Language Development 

Group.  

*Writing Centre: PLs of 

EAL students used in 

consultations. 

*CALLSSA: Multilingual 

Concept Literacy (school-

based) research. 

*PRAESA: Terminology 

Development (school-

based) research; Translation 

of stories (school-based).    

*School of isiZulu Studies:   

*isiZulu used as language of 

instruction.   

*Modules offered: 

translation, interpreting 

lexicography, language 

planning and editing.   

 

*School of Languages and 

Communication Studies:  

*Sesotho sa Leboa (Sepedi) 

and English used as 

languages of instruction. 

*Offers B-degree 

(BACELS) in 

Contemporary English 

Language Studies (CELS) 

& Multilingual Studies 

(MUST). 

*CELS - taught in English; 

*MUST – taught in Sesotho 

sa Leboa (Sepedi). 

 

At both UKZN and UL curriculum development promotes multilingualism. UKZN has 

established the School of isiZulu Studies. Ndimande (2004: 76) discusses the School of 

isiZulu studies with approval: „This School offers modules in translation, interpreting, 

lexicography, language planning and editing since 2000‟ where „isiZulu is successfully used 

as the language of instruction‟. Ndimande (2004) implies that the school has positive 

curriculum impact at UKZN. UL‟s School of Languages and Communication Studies offers a 
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BA degree in Contemporary English Language Studies (CELS) and Multilingual Studies 

(MUST) – BACELS, which was started in 2003. CELS is taught in English while MUST 

utilises Sesotho sa Leboa as MoI (Ramani & Joseph 2002: 233 & 234; Ramani et al 2007: 

209 and Part 2 of UL Faculty of Humanities‟ Calendar for 2005: 24 – 26 & 79 - 82). Again, 

Ndimande (2004: 76) shows a positive disposition towards BACELS by indicating that its 

aim: „is to develop students into bilingual specialists who will be able to compete effectively 

for careers and jobs in South Africa‟s multilingual society‟. Ndimande (2004: 76) makes the 

point that UL „has set a precedent that African languages can be developed and used as 

medium of instruction, assessment, and examination at tertiary institutions‟. Ramani et al 

(2007) corroborate Ndimande‟s claims by drawing on their experience of conceptualising and 

implementing this dual-medium undergraduate BA degree and making a case for using 

African languages as media of instruction in higher education (Ramani et al 2007: 207).  The 

authors demonstrate through the use of actual examples and materials used in class how 

terminology could be developed for discipline-specific purposes through pedagogic 

processes. They basically argue that: „acquisition planning can drive corpus planning‟ 

(Ramani et al 2007: 207).     

 

Even though Table 2 does not provide statistics comparing the number of Sesotho sa Leboa 

(EAL) students at UL and isiXhosa (EAL) students at UCT, it is important to mention that 

the two universities differ in this respect. UL has the advantage of having Sesotho sa Leboa 

students in the majority while at UCT isiXhosa students do not even constitute 10% of the 

entire student population. The result is the language contexts at these two institutions differ. 

Because Sesotho sa Leboa students are in the majority at UL, it is possible for a programme 

such as MUST in BACELS to be taught in Sesotho sa Leboa with a reasonable measure of 

success. However, the same cannot be said of the situation at UCT where isiXhosa students 

are in the minority. In fact, „in the last three years, on average, 65% of the overall UCT 

student population declared English as their first language‟ (UCT Language Plan 2003: 2). 

For obvious reasons therefore UCT‟s approach will have to be different. This explains in part 

why MEP opted for short communicative courses in isiXhosa („Masithethe isiXhosa‟) taught 

to staff and students. In a sense this approach shows that UCT is honest in at least accepting 

that EAL students are a reality on its campuses. Such an approach finds resonance with 

Spolsky (1989: 131) when he argues that the social context influences L2 language learning 

in indirect ways. The social context also determines the social provision of language learning 

situations and opportunities of various kinds.  
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It should be emphasised here that to make some of the recommendations of the UCT 

Language Plan (2003) to work, UCT must employ a sufficient number of isiXhosa or other 

L1 speakers of indigenous African languages to teach and supervise EAL students in their 

PLs or MTs. This approach might ensure that assessment in PLs of EAL students becomes a 

reality at UCT. However, the challenge that remains is: „How will UCT moderate and 

standardise results from the same examination written in different languages, in the short 

term?‟ This is a challenge the UCT Language Policy Committee will have to deal with.   

 

The social context and curriculum development at UL is best summed by Ramani & Joseph 

(2002). They report that their collaboration as language departments at UL on the BACELS 

degree encouraged cross curricula collaboration: 

 

What is unique for us is that for over eight months, we from the discipline of 

English studies have been meeting with colleagues from Sesotho sa Leboa 

(Northern Sotho), Sesotho, Tshivenda, Setswana, Xitsonga, Afrikaans and 

German and French to design a curriculum for the new degree. For the first 

time ever, at UNIN, the historical barriers between these language 

practitioners have been dissolved. (Ramani & Joseph 2002: 233).  

 

Drawing from both Ramani & Joseph‟s (2002) observations and Table 2, it could be 

concluded that different language contexts will call for different approaches in promoting 

multilingual awareness at the different institutions of higher learning in South Africa. What 

this means is that language policy implementation should be approached with the necessary 

caution. In this respect UCT can draw lessons (at an international level) from Spolsky‟s 

(2004) description of how the language policy of Monash University in Australia, for 

example, fell apart soon after it had been formulated.  

 

Pertaining the linguistic choices and preferences EAL students are likely to make, the UCT 

Language Plan (2003: 4 - 5) suggests that for the „purpose of epistemological access as well 

as a degree of affirmation‟, EAL students be: 

a) Encouraged to use their home languages in class as a scaffolding tool to clarify ideas 

and concepts 

b) Allowed to write in their home languages as a scaffolding device 

c) Provided with orientation material in their home language 

In addition, the Language Development Group: „found that there is an increased level of 

participation in class when students (EAL) feel that the classroom is a safe environment 
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where they can get help with translation when they struggle with English, as opposed to 

feeling humiliated‟ (UCT Language Plan 2003: 5).  In relation to staff the language plan 

states: „When lecturers have a working knowledge of (as opposed to proficiency in) a 

student‟s home language, it is possible to have a conversation in two languages with the 

student speaking his or her home language and the lecturer replying in English‟ (UCT 

Language Plan 2003: 5).  The language plan also states that lecturers have expressed a 

positive attitude towards receiving training in English L2 teaching and multilingual 

awareness (ibid). This means that the UCT Language Plan (2003) is pragmatic in the sense of 

it considering the affective and social factors of EAL students and staff. It is these affective 

and social factors that tend to promote or discourage linguistic choices language users in this 

study make in the academic or informal domain of language use. Basically the learning 

opportunities EAL students are exposed to largely determine their language preferences or 

choices.  

 

In as far as the language behaviours of EAL students are concerned, the UCT Language Plan 

(2003: 8) refers to the positive responses of Student Faculty Councils and the SRC to the 

proposal of using isiXhosa and Afrikaans alongside English in class. The Language Plan goes 

further to state that: „In the Health Sciences, where Xhosa and Afrikaans are compulsory, 

student evaluations have been overwhelmingly positive, with students‟ only significant 

complaint being the workload‟ (UCT Language Plan 2003: 8). These evaluation results show 

that these students are able to recognise the relevance of the courses in their careers - they 

will need conversational skills in both isiXhosa and Afrikaans for medical consultations. So, 

they are motivated to learn these languages (UCT Language Plan 2003: 8). The model in the 

Health Sciences also encourages interdisciplinary and interfaculty collaboration on the part of 

staff (e.g. Humanities and Health Sciences). Not only do language practitioners from the 

Humanities teach language courses to students in the Health Sciences, but also have to 

interact with colleagues in this faculty to establish the actual needs of their students. Needless 

to mention staff in the Health Sciences must have a working knowledge in both Afrikaans 

and isiXhosa to ensure the programme really benefits their students.   

 

3.4.2. Western Cape Language Policy (2001) 

Though the UCT Language Plan (2003) is a response to provisions of the LPHE (2002), it 

also indirectly addresses provisions of the Western Cape Language Policy (2001), in line with 

the aim of the National Language Service. This aim is to harmonise language policy at 
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national, provincial and local spheres of government (National Language Service 2003). The 

other compelling factor is UCT‟s geographic location. The Western Cape Language Policy 

(2001) outlines its purpose and goals in so far as governance is concerned. It enumerates 

provisions for the use of official languages of the Western Cape by the Provincial 

Government. These provisions are effected in official notices and advertisements; internal 

communication; communication with and services to the public. Both the Private Sector and 

Local Government are obliged to work within the provincial language policy framework.  

 

A cursory look at the Western Cape Language Policy (2001) leads to the conclusion that the 

Provincial government is concerned with the actual use of isiXhosa, English and Afrikaans in 

the various language domains within the province. As an example to ensure access to 

material and government records, the provincial government is committed to offering 

translation services. Universities in the Western Cape are expected to render such services by 

offering formal courses and training of translators and interpreters. However, seven (7) years 

down the line these intensions seem not to have taken effect. A recent exploratory study 

analysing the language policy and speech practice in Cape Town within the public health 

sector found: „English and Afrikaans remain the two languages used within the Cape Unicity 

health facilities, contrary to provincial policy, which emphasises the equal use of the three 

languages in written, translated, edited and spoken forms for internal and external 

communication‟. Furthermore, “there is little accommodation for the growing „minority‟ of 

isiXhosa speakers, whose language preference is their mother tongue. This is reflected in the 

lack of officially trained medical interpreters to accommodate them” (Williams & Bekker 

2008: 181). Again this is an affirmation of Ridge‟s (2001) argument on the intricate link 

between practical language use and that which is desirable and appears politically appealing.    

 

3.5. Language Policy for Higher Education (LPHE) 2002 

 

The following discussion gives background to, and framework of the LPHE (2002). The 

Minister of Education requested and received advice from the Council on Higher Education 

(CHE) on how to proceed in developing a framework for the LPHE (2002). The Minister also 

received a report from an Informal Committee, which was specifically convened to advise 

him on the position of Afrikaans in the university system (Ministry of Education 2002: 6). 

Even though the LPHE (2002) records that there is linguistic diversity within the student 
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population in higher education (Ministry of Education Table 1: 7), English is the sole MoI. 

Concerning the historically Afrikaans medium institutions, CHE (2001) found that: 

 

… the University of Stellenbosch is the only university where „at the level of 

policy, Afrikaans is the only Language of Tuition at undergraduate level‟. It is 

clear, however, from the recent language audit carried out by the University of 

Stellenbosch that in practice there has been a shift towards the use of English 

as language of instruction in conjunction with Afrikaans (Ministry of 

Education 2002: 7).   

 

The LPHE (Ministry of Education 2002: 7) ascribes „the shift on the part of historically 

Afrikaans medium institutions to parallel or dual language instruction to the demographic 

changes in the student population over the past decade‟. This is an interesting finding because 

the changing demographics of the student population are as a result of compliance with 

provisions of the Constitution of the country, especially regarding access to public 

institutions. Prior to 1994, there was limited access for EAL speakers, especially to the so-

called historically advantaged institutions. Reasons for this limited access might be varied, 

but in this dissertation I argue that language (and race group) was one of the barriers to access 

- the truth of the matter is, this was a consequence of the inherited legacy of the bilingual 

language policy premised upon racial discrimination policies of the time (see also Madiba 

2004; Nodoba 2002 & 2003). Not by a fault of its own, but because of politics of the day, 

English remains the preferred language of communication, trade and education. It influences 

our behaviours and is the language of politics. In relation to other national official languages, 

it means English is the dominant language of power. The equal status other national official 

languages is accorded with English, is only symbolic (see Maluleke 2005: 70). The following 

statement from the policy framework for language in higher education illustrates this 

symbolism of language equity: 

 

The Ministry acknowledges that the implementation of multilingualism will, 

in practice, be in tension with other imperatives and considerations such as the 

need for financial affordability and the rights of others. The Constitutional 

provisions in respect of languages in education explicitly state that such rights 

as receiving education in the official language(s) of choice in public 

educational institutions are subject not only to considerations of equity and the 

need to redress the results of past racially discriminatory laws and practices, 

but also to those of practicability (Section 29 (2) of the Constitution). 

(Ministry of Education 2002: 9, emphasis mine). 
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Unlike the historically Afrikaans universities, the historically English universities seem not to 

have been „affected‟ by the changing demographics in the student population. As an example, 

UCT never opted for the parallel or dual language instruction model. It remained purely an 

English medium institution.  

 

The LPHE (2002) is an instrument meant to enhance cross curricula activities through the use 

of the eleven national official languages in the South African higher education system where 

practicable. The LPHE (2002) was determined by the Minister of Education in accordance 

with Section 27 (2) of the Higher Education Act of 1997. According to Madiba (2004: 26) 

„this Act requires higher education to be in line with the national language policy and the 

multilingual reality in the country‟. Consequently, it became mandatory for University 

Councils to determine language policies for their respective institutions. Such language 

policies are expected to comply with provisions of the LPHE (2002).  

 

In its preamble the LPHE (2002) makes reference to the building of nationhood through 

South Africa‟s many languages. To this end the LPHE (Ministry of Education 2002: 3) states: 

 

The role of all our languages „working together‟ to build a common sense of 

nationhood is consistent with the values of „democracy, social justice and 

fundamental rights‟, which are enshrined in the Constitution.     

 

Some scholars: Alexander (2005), Heugh (2002), Madiba (2004 & 2005), Mesthrie, Swann, 

Deumert & Leap (1999) and Young (2005) echo the need for nationhood albeit from a 

linguistic educational perspective. They argue that South Africa‟s many languages should be 

viewed as a resource, to be used as Ridge (2001) argues: to attain additive and functional 

multilingualism.  

 

The LPHE (2002) draws on Section 29 (2) of the Constitution of the Republic of South 

Africa (RSA) in order to stress the point that each individual has the right to access education 

in the official language of their choice. However, this constitutional provision is conditional. 

It reads: 

 

Everyone has the right to receive education in the official language or 

languages of their choice in public educational institutions where that 

education is reasonably practicable. In order to ensure the effective access to, 

and implementation of, this right, the state must consider all reasonable 
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educational alternatives, including single medium institutions, taking into 

account – 

(a) equity; 

(b) practicability; and 

(c) the need to redress the results of past racially discriminatory laws  

      and practices  

(Constitution of RSA Act 108 of 1996; Emphasis mine) 

 

This citation is important in a number of ways. Firstly, it provides a context within which 

policy formulation may possibly evolve. Secondly, it could be seen as an attempt to ensure 

that the LPHE (2002) complies with salient provisions of the country‟s constitution especially 

in relation to the Bill of Rights. Finally, it is an attempt to harmonise the apparent 

contradictions between constitutional provisions on the one hand and actual language practice 

on the other (Spolsky 2004: 217). 

 

The policy framework for language in higher education outlines how (a) language of 

instruction; (b) the future of South African languages as fields of academic study and 

research; (c) the study of foreign languages; and (d) the promotion of multilingualism in 

policies and practices of institutions of higher education, are to be dealt with, within the 

higher education context.  

 

3.5.1. Medium of Academic Instruction (MoI) 

The Ministry of Education proposes that English and Afrikaans continue as languages of 

academic instruction in higher education, while other languages are developed in the long 

term „to a level where they may be used in all higher education functions‟ (Ministry of 

Education 2002: 10). The LPHE (2002) acknowledges that the promotion of indigenous 

South African languages as languages of instruction will require „the development of 

dictionaries and other teaching and learning material‟ (Ministry of Education 2002: 10) - A 

proposal also enshrined in the UCT Language Plan (2003). The LPHE (2002) emphatically 

rejects the idea of an Afrikaans university on the grounds that it will have unintended 

consequences, such as threatening the transformation gains resulting from the dual, parallel 

language instruction approach adopted by some institutions as a means of promoting 

diversity. To this end the LPHE (Ministry of Education 2002: 12) states: 

 

The notion of Afrikaans universities runs counter to the end goal of a 

transformed higher education system, which as indicated in the National Plan 

for Higher Education (NPHE), is the creation of higher education institutions 
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whose identity and cultural orientation is neither black nor white, English or 

Afrikaans-speaking, but unabashedly and unashamedly South African (NPHE: 

P. 82).      

 

Having expressed the foregoing concerns, the Ministry of Education concludes:  

 

The Ministry is of the view that the sustainability of Afrikaans as a medium of 

academic expression and communication could be ensured through a range of 

strategies … (Ministry of Education 2002: 12).  

 

The LPHE (2002) further states that:  

 

… the Ministry will, in consultation with the historically Afrikaans medium 

institutions, examine the feasibility of different strategies, including the use of 

Afrikaans as a primary but not a sole medium of instruction (ibid).  

 

Implied in the foregoing citations is the fact that the status of Afrikaans as MoI in higher 

education is almost guaranteed despite its marred history of association with the erstwhile 

apartheid regime. As for indigenous African languages they still need to be developed „to a 

level where they may be used in all higher education functions‟ (Ministry of Education 2002: 

10). When this will happen, the LPHE (2002) does not specify. I am of the view that the 

ambiguity on the development of indigenous African languages is deliberate and a logical 

development from prescripts of the National Curriculum statement. English as LoLT at 

school level reinforces its status as the de facto language in South African society. It needs to 

be remembered that universities cannot operate in isolation. The pool of students registered at 

South African universities is a product of the school system. The majority has been socialised 

through the school system to embrace English. For instance, UCT draws heavily on ex-Model 

C students who have been socialised and linguistically shaped by the Model C English 

language of instruction policies and practices. All this is a demonstration of the power and 

influence of the English language in South African society. 

   

3.5.2. South African Languages as Fields of Academic Study and Research 

The LPHE (Ministry of Education 2002: 13) states that the Ministry of Education commits 

itself to the development and study of South African languages and literature. This includes 

the development of languages such as the Khoi, San and Nama, which have been and are still 

marginalised as conduits of scientific knowledge. To this end institutions of higher learning 

are encouraged to develop and enhance these languages as fields of academic inquiry. 
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Maluleke‟s (2005) assertion that indigenous languages influence one another as they develop 

and Alexander‟s (2005) finale on „The Role of African Universities in the intellectualisation 

of African languages‟, find resonance in the following statement in the LPHE (Ministry of 

Education 2002: 13): 

 

In a country of diversity, knowledge of languages and literature offers access 

to and understanding of different cultures which not only enhances 

communication and tolerance, but also positively enriches and extends our 

horizons. 

 

The LPHE (2002) encourages institutions to build South African languages and literature 

through curriculum development in indigenous African languages. Accordingly the Ministry 

commits itself to plan and fund incentives encouraging institutions of higher learning to 

develop programmes in indigenous South African languages. To assist this process, the 

Department of Arts and Culture (DAC) currently provides funding in the form of bursaries to 

students studying Editing, Human Language Technology, Translation Studies and 

Interpreting. Research opportunities are also offered by the National Language Research and 

Development Centres (NLRDC‟s) established for each of the indigenous African languages. 

The establishment of NLRDC‟s is a DAC-sponsored initiative aimed at enhancing corpus 

development and planning.  

 

Though the indigenous African languages are accorded equal status with both English and 

Afrikaans, the LPHE (2002) indirectly acknowledges the point many scholars make, namely: 

„the equity of South African languages‟ is not achievable. From this discussion it could be 

concluded that the equity of South Africa‟s national official languages is romanticism par 

excellence. This argument arises because of the apparent insufficient political will to promote 

indigenous African languages. Consequently, EAL students have over the years developed an 

attitude towards their PLs. Ndimande (2004: 64) reports that separate studies carried out by 

Barkhuizen (2001) and Pillay (2003) among isiXhosa and isiZulu speaking students in the 

Eastern and Western Cape, and KwaZulu-Natal respectively found that the majority of 

respondents prefer to be taught in English because they perceive it to be the language of 

progress and success. These attitudes are a reflection of how South African society perceives 

indigenous African languages vis-à-vis English in education. African languages are treated as 

regional languages, while English and Afrikaans are for all intends and purposes international 

Univ
ers

ity
 O

f C
ap

e T
ow

n 



55 

 

and national languages respectively (Alexander 2005; Cele 2004; Maluleke 2005 and Nodoba 

2002).  

 

Ndimande (2004) offers an analysis that contextualises the perceptions referred to above. She 

makes reference to Wolff (1999: 129) who defines problems of African languages: „as a 

complex set of interlocking problems, which link patterns of language use with 

underdevelopment in general, and educational crises in Africa in particular‟. In respect to 

patterns of language use associated with the mentioned „interlocking problems‟ Ndimande 

(2004: 72) relates the following experience: 

 

… in trying to develop isiZulu in KwaZulu-Natal, negative attitudes towards 

the language by L1 speakers as well as speakers of other languages impinge 

negatively on the use of isiZulu as a medium of instruction. Any discussion on 

the issue is based on the misguided assumption that the aim of developing 

isiZulu or any other African language is to abolish English. The ever-

increasing role of English as an international language must be acknowledged 

and given its rightful place. However, this should not be done at the expense 

of the indigenous African languages in South African education. 

 

For me the attitude displayed by L1 speakers of African languages described by Ndimande 

(2004) could also be described in terms of what Ridge (2001) refers to as the triumphalist 

discourse: „which conceives of the relationship between languages in binary conflictual terms 

...‟ where one language is usually suppressed in favour of another - in a sense the favoured 

language triumphs over the less favoured one (Ridge 2001: 15).  As a society committed to 

ensuring that additive and functional multilingualism prevails, stakeholders should take 

seriously the practical use of all languages in all domains of society. I argue that this is 

possible only if the triumphalist discourse can be avoided. Just like everybody else L1 

speakers of African languages should identify with their languages for the simple reason that: 

„Language is a window through which members of society view the world and themselves‟ 

(Nodoba 2002: 332). 

 

3.5.3. Promoting Multilingualism in Institutional Policies and Practices 

The Ministry of Education states unambiguously that it recognises the important role 

institutions of higher learning can and should play in promoting multilingualism. 

Multilingualism, the Ministry of Education argues, should be promoted for social, cultural, 

intellectual and economic development (Ministry of Education 2002: 14). Consequently, the 

Univ
ers

ity
 O

f C
ap

e T
ow

n 



56 

 

Ministry of Education is of the view that all institutions should be encouraged to consider 

ways of promoting multilingualism by amongst others: 

(a) Changing events such as graduation ceremonies to acknowledge and accommodate 

diversity; 

(b) Requiring proficiency in an African language as a requisite for a range of academic fields 

of study; 

(c) Offering short courses in African languages as part of staff development strategies; 

(d) Allocating preferential weighting to applicants who have matriculation passes in 

indigenous languages; 

(e) Changing the diversity of student and staff profile (applying the Bill of Rights and 

prescripts of the Employment Equity Act respectively);  

(f) Establishing student support services such as mentoring and counselling; 

(g) Allowing the evolvement of a receptive institutional culture which embraces linguistic 

diversity.  

The LPHE (2002) offers a framework within which institutions of higher learning can evolve 

their language policies to reflect the country‟s linguistic diversity. In the statement: „The 

Ministry will continue to monitor the impact of language policy in higher education‟ 

(Ministry of Education 2002: 15),  the LPHE (2002) hints at the Ministry‟s watchdog role of 

ensuring that institutions of higher learning are in line with the national language policy and 

multilingual reality in the country (Madiba 2004: 26). However, critics of the LPHE (2002) 

might question the validity of the mentioned statement in that it falls short of outlining 

practical steps of how the monitoring of the impact of language policy in higher education 

would be achieved.   

 

The LPHE (2002) makes us aware of the dialectic, which requires of the intelligentsia a 

measure of pragmatism when dealing with the language situation in South Africa. The 

challenge we have:  

 

… is to ensure the simultaneous development of a multilingual environment in 

which all languages are developed as academic/scientific languages, while at 

the same time ensuring that the existing languages of instruction do not serve 

as a barrier to access and success (Ministry of Education 2002: 5).  

 

I argue that what the LPHE (2002) poses as a challenge is in fact an indication that 

government is not willing to exercise political will to develop the other official national 
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languages other than English and Afrikaans. For me, exercising political will would entail 

government committing human and material resources to ensure that these other languages 

are developed as academic and scientific languages. Another pressing issue is language 

barriers caused by the exclusive use of either Afrikaans or English as MoI at institutions of 

higher learning. The point I am making is, because of the power of English locally and 

internationally, it is almost impossible not to deny others, such as EAL students a chance to 

succeed through the medium of English. The following is an attempt to illustrate how the 

framework of, and background to the LPHE (2002) attempts to contribute towards solutions 

to the contradictory language situation in South Africa as discussed above.  

 

3.6. Criticisms levelled against LPHE (2002) 

 

A language policy is a critical component of an institution in the sense of it helping to 

establish how an institution approaches language issues (Kajee 2001: 41). It should also come 

up for review as the need arises (ibid). As for the LPHE (2002), it is a well-intentioned 

document meant to advance transformation in higher education consistent with provisions of 

the Constitution of RSA (Act 108 of 1996). However, similar to the Constitution, the LPHE 

(2002) is littered with what Van Der Walt (2004b: 146) and Kamwendo (2006: 63) refer to as 

„escape clauses‟ (see also Ngcobo 2007). Madiba (2005: 183) prefers the expression 

„escaping phrases‟, which he argues act as a drawback to the rights contained in the Bill of 

Rights. Kamwendo argues that such „escape clauses give governments and other bodies, 

excuses for not adhering to the constitutional provisions in full‟ (2006: 63). In line with this 

reasoning, Van Der Walt (2004b: 146) observes that the LPHE (2002) offers higher education 

institutions an escape clause to opt for a more limited interpretation of multilingualism, which 

is described in a general way as providing „… an inclusive institutional environment 

advancing tolerance and respect for diversity‟ (Ministry of Education 2002: 9). No wonder 

multilingualism means different things to the various universities in this country. Another 

such „escape phrase‟ relates to languages of instruction. It reads:  

 

The Ministry acknowledges the current position of English and Afrikaans as 

the dominant languages of instruction in higher education and believes that in 

the light of practical and other considerations it will be necessary to work 

within the confines of the status quo until such time as other South African 

languages have been developed to a level where they may be used in all higher 

education functions (Ministry of Education 2002: 10, emphasis mine) 
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This statement might suggest that for its part the Ministry of Education and by extension the 

Department of Education remains non-committal on the development of „other South African 

languages‟ as languages of academic instruction in higher education. However, it needs to be 

remembered that the Ministry of education is not the only role player in language policy 

matters. Whatever it pronounces on language policy issues should be in sync with the 

Department of Arts and Culture and other related legislative bodies. This grey area in policy 

determination works to the advantage of higher education institutions - they can delay the 

development of indigenous African languages for as long as it takes. 

 

The existence of the many „escaping phrases‟ found in both the Constitution (Act 108 of 

1996) and the LPHE (2002) can be explained following Foley (2004: 59). He argues that 

politically there seems to be no determination on the part of the general population to bring 

about development and advancement of the indigenous languages. He further claims that the 

present government does not treat language as a priority, as the ruling party had always 

favoured English as the official language. To have eleven languages as official enshrined in 

the Constitution was a result of a compromise reached between negotiators of the African 

National Congress (ANC) on the one hand, and those of the then National Party (NP) on the 

other (see Foley 2004: 59).   

 

The policy framework of the LPHE (2002) declares that: „it takes into account the 

requirements of the constitution, the advice received, as well as the objectives and goals of 

the National Plan for Higher Education (2001)‟ [Ministry of Education (2002: 9)]. It further 

states that: „For the first time, a genuine attempt will be made to ensure that all of our official 

languages are accorded parity of esteem‟ (ibid). According to Foley (2004: 62) this statement 

is vague. In the next section the LPHE (2002) states: „… the implementation of 

multilingualism will, in practice, be in tension with other imperatives and considerations such 

as the need for financial affordability and the rights of others‟ (Ministry of Education 2002: 

9). The foregoing statement seems to contradict the earlier one, which states that a genuine 

attempt will be made to: „ensure that all our official languages are accorded parity of esteem‟. 

How will this parity occur when the LPHE (2002) states that it would almost seem 

impossible to implement multilingualism because such a move will: „be in tension with other 

imperatives … such as the need for financial affordability?‟ This question demonstrates 

vividly the unlikelihood that indigenous African languages stand a chance to be functional 

languages of instruction in the higher education sector (Foley 2004: 62). Kamwendo (2006: 
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64) argues that it is common practice for governments in Africa to show reluctance in 

investing in language policies on account of cost.   

 

However, in fairness to the South African government, Kaschula (2004) acknowledges the 

existence of an Implementation Plan for South Africa‟s language policy, which was adopted 

by cabinet in 2003. While Kaschula (2004) refers to an implementation plan, Madiba (2004) 

alludes to the „South African Languages Bill‟, which provides: „a more practical way of 

implementing the eleven official languages, by providing a six language formula according to 

which each government department(s) should use at least six languages in written 

communication‟ (Madiba 2004: 29 and 2005: 190). These six languages are Afrikaans, 

English, Tshivenda, Xitsonga and one each from the Nguni and Sotho languages.  

 

Kaschula (2004: 20) argues that the National Treasury presented to the Implementation 

Conference in 2003, the costs of implementing functional multilingualism. The report 

„demonstrated that the costs … are sustainable with minor adjustments to planned budgets‟ 

(ibid). According to Kaschula (2004: 20) it practically means that national government 

departments would over a three year implementation period collectively spend an estimated 

amount of R 379 349 732:   

 

on setting up infrastructure for a language unit in each department/province; 

recruiting and training, salaries and benefits of unit staff, work program of the 

unit to drive implementation, outsourcing translation services, publications for 

each department, as well as ongoing training for unit staff.  

 

In view of the aforementioned, the question of financial affordability in relation to the 

implementation of multilingualism should not arise at all. 

  

Accordingly, Kaschula (2004: 21 – 22) is of the view that the National Language Policy of 

South Africa is indeed taking effect. He refers to changes in language policies of tertiary 

institutions and the media. He also cites UCT‟s efforts to re-assess its language policy 

through the establishment of a language Task Team, which came up with the current 

Language Plan (2003), of which he was a member.  As for the media, Kaschula refers to 

television and radio.  In both media he argues that news bulletins are presented in all official 

languages. Even though Kaschula (2004) is positive about government‟s movement to 

implement South Africa‟s Language Policy, he is quick to point out that: „it will take time 
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before one can assess the effectiveness of this implementation‟ (Kaschula 2004: 24). 

Kaschula (2004: 24) concludes that the „trickle-down effect‟ of the implementation of the 

language policy would lead to its success if there is: 

 

… effective collaboration between the various role-players such as DAC, 

PANSALB as well as all the other structures which have been put in place. 

Most importantly, there has to be sufficient political will in order to drive the 

entire process. This still remains the real challenge of implementation. 

 

Through a discussion of views of various scholars in language policy and planning, it 

emerged that „escape clauses‟ are to be found in the Constitution of the Republic of South 

Africa (Act 108 of 1996), the LPHE (2002) and the UCT Language Plan (2003). However, to 

show political will and a willingness to address weaknesses identified in the LPHE (2002), 

the Ministerial Committee appointed in 2003, to amongst other things advise the Minister of 

Education on how to address the gaps or „escape phrases‟ identified in the LPHE (2002), 

made some recommendations. These are that “legislation should be revisited to close possible 

loopholes created through phraseology such as „where reasonably practicable‟” (Ministerial 

Committee Report 2005: 24). With regard to indigenous African languages being used as 

MoI, the Committee recommends the need for: „a coordinated, long-range national plan that 

works at national, provincial, and local levels to provide adequate resources and support for 

indigenous languages‟ (Ministerial Committee Report 2005: 21). Such a plan is to be driven 

by national government through statutory bodies such as PANSALB (Ministerial Committee 

Report 2005: 24). Hopefully this time PANSALB will have powers of coercion (see Ridge 

2001: 25). 

 

3.7. Conclusion 

 

This review of policy documents revealed that the LPHE (2002) is a policy framework; 

institutions of higher learning are expected to use, in order to develop their own language 

policies. The discussion also highlighted the fact that language planning and implementation 

of policy are complex processes (Spolsky 2004) with their own associated challenges. 

However, Ridge (2001: 29) advises key actors in language policy and planning: „to come to 

terms with their enterprise and provide a way of speaking about it that will enable others to 

follow their lead‟. Ridge‟s (2001) advice needs careful consideration because language policy 

in particular, is influenced by ideology and the linguistic habitus of an institution. This 
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review of policy documents has demonstrated lack of political will to challenge the 

dominance of English in South Africa. For instance, if the possibility of using isiXhosa and 

Afrikaans as MoI at UCT could threaten the „Englishness‟ of UCT; there would certainly be 

an outcry and resistance against such a threat. In addition, the implementation of 

multilingualism in particular and transformation in the higher education sector in general, has 

not been and is still not an easy walk to linguistic freedom. My impression of the possibility 

of a multilingual academy is that it will be a difficult goal to achieve in the current language 

environment. Even though through its proposal on bilingual education the LiEP (1997) 

envisages linguistic development in MT, the school system socialises children through the de 

facto language - English. In his study on community perceptions of change in a school‟s 

language policy, Braam (2004: 53) found that the interplay between policy and social 

practice: „reflects the dominant ideology of post-apartheid South African society‟, which 

constitutes a: „shift towards English as the sole language of power‟. Such research evidence 

proves that the school system indeed reflects the dominant ideology of the power of English. 

I am convinced that the power of English already renders the idea of a multilingual academy 

sterile. Reasons in support of this claim are: 

3.7.1. Universities cannot be expected to operate in a discontinuous vacuum. They reflect 

what occurs in society. 

3.7.2. University students are a product of the school and socio-political system in which 

English is the de facto language. So they are socialised along such lines. 

3.7.3. Under the current language environment the promotion of any other language to be on 

par with English is idealistic and unrealistic.  

  

In the discussion that follows, I outline the research methodology adopted in this study. I also 

detail the data gathering methods followed and challenges associated with this research 

project. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

4.1. Introduction 

I outline my research methodology by offering a description of the research design and 

methodology used for the data collection process. I also explain the sampling process and 

challenges faced in doing this research. 

Research, as Chilisa & Preece (2005: 4) assert is a systematic method of inquiry to expand 

our knowledge about a particular issue of interest. The authors argue that „there is no single, 

correct way of conducting an inquiry. The nature of the problem and the questions you want 

to ask will influence how you go about it‟ (ibid). For Cohen, Manion & Morrison (2000: 45) 

„the term research itself may take on a range of meanings‟ and be applied to a variety of 

contexts, however they restrict its usage to „social‟ and „educational‟ contexts. By „social 

research‟ the authors suggest „the systematic and scholarly application of the principles of a 

science of behaviour to the problems of people within their social context‟ (ibid), while 

„educational research‟ implies the application of the same principles of a science of behaviour 

„to the problems of teaching and learning within the formal educational framework‟ (ibid).  

I mainly discuss the interpretive research paradigm in both educational and social research. I 

adopt this approach motivated by the view that it is generally up to the researcher to choose 

the paradigm that is best suited to his or her problem and would assist to answer questions the 

research poses. This approach is particularly suited for the analysis of language contexts, 

preferences and behaviours of EAL students and staff in this study. In addition, language 

preferences are subjective and should thus be understood from perspectives of research 

subjects. The language behaviours of subjects of this study constitute their experiences of 

language use in various contexts within which they shuttle. Again it is critical to understand 

such language behaviours from perspectives of subjects of this study. What follows is a 

discussion of the interpretive paradigm outlining why it is relevant for analyses of language 

contexts, preferences and behaviours of EAL students and of staff in the Faculty of 

Humanities at UCT. 
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4.2. Interpretive Paradigm  

 

The anti-positivists argue in their interpretive model of social research that the researcher 

must understand human behaviour from perspectives of subjects of the research. They uphold 

this view because of their concern with the research participant‟s experience of social 

phenomena. Cohen et al (2000: 22) succinctly argue that „the central endeavour in the context 

of the interpretive paradigm is to understand the subjective world of human experience‟. 

Following this approach the researcher through participant observation becomes a member of 

the group being studied, and is better placed to understand the circumstances of the object of 

study – Verstehen (Cohen et al 2000: 29; Neuman 2003: 75 and Welman & Kruger, 2001: 

181). For the anti-positivists the context within which human behaviour occurs is important 

because of the unity between the researcher and what is being researched.  

 

The interpretive approach is particularly suited for this study because of its attempts to 

understand and investigate the social world from perspectives of research participants. In this 

study an attempt is made to understand the language contexts, preferences and behaviours of 

EAL students and of staff in the Faculty of Humanities in relation to UCT‟s Language Policy 

and Plan. Central to the interpretive approach is the notion of social research, which has to 

directly confront the way in which the subjective experience of individuals manifests in what 

they do and say (Hitchcock & Hughes 1989: 29). It could be described as being informed by 

both phenomenology and hermeneutics.  

 

According to Chilisa & Preece (2005: 28), from a phenomenological perspective: „truth lies 

within the human experience and is therefore multiple; it is time, space and context bound‟. 

Phenomenologists also claim that research should produce individualised conceptions of 

social phenomena and personal assertions rather than generalisations and verifications. 

Hermeneutics seeks to understand situations through the eyes of the participants. In this sense 

hermeneutics is: „premised on the view that reality is socially constructed‟ (Cohen et al 2000: 

29). Hermeneutics enables the researcher to come to an understanding of a given social text 

and then make a choice between two or more competing interpretations of the same text 

(Chilisa & Preece 2005: 28). As Neuman (2002: 76) asserts, hermeneutics: „emphasizes a 

detailed reading or examination of text, which refer to a conversation, written words or 

pictures‟. Responses of EAL students and of staff on both multilingualism and provisions of 
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the UCT Language Policy and Plan are analysed. Interviews are used to probe such 

responses. What respondents say they do with language is triangulated through participant 

observation. 

 

In line with tenets of the interpretive approach in qualitative research, the participant is 

allowed the opportunity to expand on statements given, enabling her or him to provide a more 

thorough explanation (Struwig & Stead 2001:18). The participant‟s description of events may 

include references to the past, present and future. By employing methods available to 

researchers in qualitative studies, I am able to elicit responses from participants in this study 

regarding their attitudes towards multilingualism and the use of English as MoI at UCT.  

 

Having noted the above, I am fully aware that the interpretive approach to human behavioural 

research is not error-free and as such I acknowledge its shortcomings. I concur with Welman 

& Kruger (2001) who identify the following possible weaknesses of this approach: 

 

The possibility that participant observers (researchers) may become so 

engrossed in group activities that they abandon their role as observers in the 

process, represents a real danger in participant observation  (185) … there is 

also the danger of the researcher becoming involved to such an extent that the 

scientific community would question his or her objectivity (9) (Emphasis 

mine). 

 

I chose the interpretive approach fully aware of its possible shortcomings as alluded to by 

Welman & Kruger (2001). However, drawing on Chilisa & Preece (2005: 142) who have this 

to say about qualitative research: „qualitative research refers to the type of inquiry in which 

the researcher carries out research about people‟s experiences, in natural settings, using a 

variety of techniques such as interviews and observations, and reports findings mainly in 

words rather than statistics‟; I firstly piloted questionnaires used in this study. I then opted for 

self-administered questionnaires to minimise my influence on subjects of this study. Semi-

structured follow-up interviews were also conducted. These interviews were tape-recorded 

and later transcribed. Finally, I interacted with some of my research subjects for a period of 3 

months in participant observation. The field notes from the participant observation were 

analysed in conjunction with questionnaire and interview responses. These are the research 

techniques I used in attempting to minimise researcher bias (see Cohen 1998). 
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4.3. Research Instruments used 

 

This study seeks to understand how provisions of the UCT language policy and plan respond 

to language contexts, preferences and behaviours of EAL students and staff in the Faculty of 

Humanities. It also focuses on practices of academics and administrators in their management 

and pedagogy with the view of assessing their attitude towards the implementation of the 

UCT Language Plan (2003). Drawing on the following statement by Baker (1992: 9): 

„Attitude surveys provide social indicators of changing beliefs and the chances of success in 

policy implementation‟, I argue that an attitude survey together with interviews and 

participant observation, are some of the appropriate approaches used to achieve the aims and 

purposes of a study that focuses on implications of policy implementation. The attitude 

survey is specifically used to elicit language attitudes or preferences of EAL students and 

staff towards multilingual awareness and English as MoI in the Faculty of Humanities at 

UCT. In addition, the use of an attitude survey is in line with the primary goal of all surveys, 

namely: to enable the researcher to predict accurately characteristics or thoughts of a 

predefined group of people (see Doyle 2004). Interviews were used to gain an understanding 

of the language contexts of subjects of this study and to further construe language attitudes of 

respondents in the study. Participant observation afforded the researcher the opportunity to 

record behaviours of EAL students within the various language contexts they operated in.   

 

4.3.1. Attitude Survey 

An attitude survey in interpretive qualitative research leads to the point where the researcher 

has to develop relationships with participants of the study. Various scholars contend that 

researchers who opt for the interpretive paradigm tend to choose more directly participant 

forms of observation (Cohen et al 2000, Hitchcock & Hughes 1989 and Neuman 2003). 

Semi-structured interviews were held with one EAL student respondent; two EAL CALLSSA 

students and one staff member from the pilot study. The researcher also interacted for 3 

months with a selected group of EAL students who were members of the 2003/2004 SRC 

Executive Committee and some EAL students who were all respondents to the questionnaire 

of the main survey. 
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Data in this study were collected mainly through the following research instruments: 

(a) Self-administered questionnaires. 

(b) Tape-recorded, semi-structured interviews. 

(c) Field notes from participant observation. 

 

4.3.2. Self-administered Questionnaires  

Two questionnaires were designed - one for students and the other for staff. Though the study 

is primarily about the language contexts, preferences and behaviours of EAL students in 

relation to the UCT Language Policy and Plan, there was need to elicit responses of staff in 

the Faculty of Humanities towards the university‟s Language Policy and Plan. Reasons for 

this approach are: 

(a) The interactive nature of the relationship between EAL students and staff.  

(b) The UCT Language Policy and Plan occur within the UCT social and academic milieu. 

(c) The possibility that experiences and perceptions of EAL students and staff about each 

other in relation to language use and attitudes towards multilingualism might differ. 

 

Drawing on both Doyle (2004) and Oppenheim (1992), I chose a self-administered 

questionnaire as one of the methods of gathering data for this study. A self-administered 

questionnaire minimises interviewer bias (Oppenheim 1992: 103). Interviewer bias is 

minimised in that the respondents have the liberty to express themselves without interference 

from the interviewer. Another advantage of administering such a questionnaire is the cost 

factor. In addition to its methodological relevance to the aims of this study, the self-

administered questionnaire was the best option because I could not afford financing research 

assistants.  

 

Both the pilot study and final version questionnaires for students comprise closed-ended and 

open-ended questions, while for staff questionnaires consist of open-ended questions only. 

Such a questionnaire design is consistent with the nature of an attitude survey, and is also in 

line with aims of this study enumerated in Chapter 1.  

 

4.3.2.1 Closed-Ended Questions 

In this study I utilised three types of closed-ended questions, namely Checklists, Rating 

Scales and Likert-type Scales. In these types of questions the respondent is supposed to 

choose from two or more of the options provided.  
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In Checklists the respondent is given a list from which to make a choice of either one or more 

answers. An example of such a Checklist item in the student questionnaire is Question 38: „In 

what language(s) are the books you read? Please tick one of the options in the space 

provided‟ (see also question 41 appendix 1). The Rating Scales afford the respondent an 

opportunity to indicate his or her choice from an ordered series of categories or sometimes 

along a continuum of possible response alternatives. An example of a Rating Scale item is 

Question 5: „How often do you use your primary language on campus? Please tick one of the 

options in the space provided‟ (see also questions 4 & 6 appendix 1). The Rating Scales were 

used to determine the language contexts of respondents albeit from their own point of view.  

 

The Likert-type Scale items require the respondents to rate their level of satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction with various services or degrees of agreeing or disagreeing with various 

declarative statements. An example of such a question is Question 18: „Given that you are at 

UCT by choice, how do you feel about having to study through the medium of English? 

Please tick one of the options in the space provided.‟ The Likert-type Scales largely measured 

language preferences of respondents while Checklists focussed on language behaviours and 

practices of respondents. The preceding discussion on forced-choice questions was adapted 

from http://www.tele.sunyit.edu/Scoop7.htm (accessed 10 June 2006). These 3 types of 

forced-choice questions were chosen for their advantages, which are:  

(a) Choices for respondents are given, making it easier and quicker for the respondents to 

answer.  

(b) They enhance the consistency of responses in that all respondents are to choose from the 

same response alternatives provided in each question.  

 

The main disadvantage of forced-choice questions is the limiting effect of the options 

provided to respondents. I tried to get around this weakness by ensuring that response 

alternatives are as relevant as possible to the declarative statement made. Pilot-testing the 

questionnaire among typical respondents for the main study, and also amongst experts who 

made valuable input by offering constructive criticism of both the questions and 

questionnaire layout, helped greatly. 

 

4.3.2.2 Open-Ended Questions 

In open-ended questions respondents are allowed the freedom to answer in their own words. 

Open-ended questions have the advantage of encouraging respondents to provide more 
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detailed responses, which can even be extrapolated to incorporate information concerning 

other related closed-ended questions in the questionnaire. The one disadvantage of open-

ended questions is as recorded in http://www.tele.sunyit.edu/Scoop7.htm (accessed 10 June 

2006): „open-ended items take a considerable amount of time to interpret and score‟. In this 

study my primary aim was to get data that pinpoint the actual language contexts, preferences 

and behaviours of EAL students and staff in relation to the UCT Language Policy and Plan. 

Responses to the open ended questions provided a wealth of information regarding language 

contexts, preferences and behaviours of the respondents, in both the formal and informal 

domains of language use at UCT.   

 

Examples of open-ended questions from the student questionnaire - Question 29: „The 

University of Cape Town in its (2003) Language Plan promotes multilingualism (the use of 

more than one language) everywhere on campus, in learning and teaching situations. What do 

you think?‟ (See also questions 28 & 34). Examples from the staff questionnaire - Question 

7: „The Task Team of the UCT Curriculum Working Group further suggests that English and 

Afrikaans speakers should be encouraged to acquire at least a working knowledge of an 

African language. What is your view on this suggestion?‟ (See also questions 2 & 8).  

 

4.3.3. Semi-structured Interviews 

In this study in-depth qualitative interviews were used. According to Doyle (2004) such 

interviews are flexible and exploratory. These in-depth qualitative interviews are semi-

structured in order to allow respondents to elaborate on their responses. It is through this 

flexible and exploratory nature of semi-structured interviews that, as May (1995: 93) 

observes the interviewer has more latitude to probe beyond the answers. Chilisa & Preece 

(2005: 151) concur, when they argue that one of the advantages of semi-structured interviews 

is their flexibility of allowing the researcher to pursue unanticipated topics. In probing 

answers of respondents, the interviewer might use a thematic guide, which has the effect of 

expanding on issues raised by the respondents. Respondents may share crucial information 

that would otherwise have remained concealed had other interviewing methods been used. In 

a sense in-depth qualitative interviews enhance the quality and depth of a research project. 

 

In this study, in-depth qualitative semi-structured interviews were also chosen because they 

are suited for a small sample. The sample sizes in this study are 25 students and 15 members 

of staff in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT. These in-depth qualitative interviews were used 
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to assess the language contexts, preferences and behaviours of both students and staff in the 

formal and informal domains of language use at UCT. In line with tenets of qualitative 

research, I have come to accept responses of my respondents as authentic and well 

intentioned. Though I accept responses of my respondents as authentic, I am equally open-

minded to the possibility that some information provided might be exaggerated.  

 

Triangulation through participant observation assisted to minimise the effects of exaggerated 

information from respondents. Whatever respondents say in the questionnaire is measured 

against what they do, and how they conduct themselves in actual natural settings where they 

use language. By this I am not suggesting that triangulation rendered my methodology error-

free - it is but a research instrument used to minimise methodological shortcomings. In this 

respect May‟s (1995: 90) caution to researchers against overdependence on triangulation was 

taken seriously by the researcher: „while triangulation might appear attractive, it is not a 

panacea for methodological ills‟. 

  

4.3.4. Field notes from Participant Observation  

In the first semester of 2004 I attended Multilingualism Panel Debate Series, the purpose of 

which was to discuss the UCT Language Plan (2003) and to invite comments from the 

university community regarding its implementation. These discussions were attended by 

members of the 2003/2004 SRC Executive Committee, academics, administrative and 

support staff members who participated in the pilot study and later the main survey of this 

study. 

 

I recorded all my notes in a research journal, which is invaluable to a qualitative researcher in 

that it: „serves as a diary in which all events that affect the way the study is conducted are 

recorded, analysis made, interpretation reached and conclusions formed‟ (Chilisa & Preece 

2005: 169). I used my journal notes to gain a better understanding of the language contexts, 

preferences and behaviours displayed by respondents in the study. I observed some of the 

respondents, while I was attached to the SRC Elections Project coordinated by the then 

Student Development Office (SDO). As Media Officer on this project I interacted with the 

following groups of people: EAL students who later became respondents in the main survey 

of this study; members of the 2003/2004 SRC Executive Committee and administrative staff 

members attached to the SDO. Observations recorded while on this project afforded me an 

opportunity to gain insight into how EAL students perceived the UCT Language Plan (2003) 
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and what their language preferences and behaviours were in this context. This participant 

observation enabled me to gain a better understanding of the research project. 

 

Respondents from the students‟ side were drawn largely from the departments of African 

Languages, English Language and Literature, Psychology, Political Studies, Sociology and 

the Centre for Film and Media Studies. Most of the student respondents were chosen because 

they had a keen interest in language related matters. Some of these students also had an 

interest in student governance issues. They would therefore be part of Student Societies, 

Faculty Councils and would participate in SRC Elections as Election Assistants. The 6 SRC 

Executive Committee members were chosen because they participated in the Multilingualism 

Panel discussions, which looked closely at proposals of the language plan. As Humanities 

students these SRC Executive Committee members had a keen interest in language related 

issues. Furthermore, the justification for my sampling preference in this study is based on the 

fact that proposals of the Curriculum Working Group‟s Task Team: „received full support 

from all the Student Faculty Councils and the SRC‟ (UCT Language Plan 2003: 8). This is a 

demonstration of the fact that the 6 SRC Executive Committee members belonged to a body 

of students with keen interest in language related issues at policy level. I should however 

point out that these students also hold political views on language policy issues, and would 

sometimes articulate views within the advocacy movement. I had daily contact with all these 

students from July to September 2004 as Media Officer based in the SRC Elections Office. 

Drawing on Doyle (2004) and May (1995) I used this setting to observe most of the EAL 

students in this study together with the 6 SRC Executive Committee members.  

 

According to Doyle (2004) participant observation (field research) is carried out in specified 

settings: 

 

field research is carried out in natural settings and is frequently viewed as a 

way of empathizing with and understanding the subjective meanings of the 

people being studied. 

http://wwww.wpi.edu/academics/Depts/IGSD/IQPHbook/ch9.html   

(accessed 11 June 2005). 

 

The SRC Elections Office was a „natural setting‟ for these EAL students. As Media Officer in 

the SRC Elections Office, I could easily empathise and understand EAL students because I 

was familiar with their daily linguistic context. The field notes and feedback from two 
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conferences
8
 helped me gain insight into language preferences emerging from both the 

interviews and questionnaires in this study. The field notes are a record of the assessment of 

language behaviours and attitudes of EAL students during participant observation. 

 

4.4. Sampling  

 

4.4.1. Sampling Procedure 

Time, costs, resources and accessibility are major factors influencing a researcher‟s choice of 

sampling procedures. There are two categories of sampling procedures - Probability and Non-

Probability sampling. In both these sampling procedures there are various methods available 

to researchers. Firstly, all involve costs to carry out the research. Costs range from the 

personnel assisting the researcher to essential material needs of activities associated with 

some of the procedures in these methods. Secondly, some procedures are not only materially 

costly, but take up a lot of time. Some methods might take up more time than the researcher 

could afford to give, lessening the time needed to cover other aspects of the research project. 

The success of a research project is dependent on the accessibility of its subjects. In choosing 

the sampling methods and sample size for this study, I had to consider the time it would take 

to complete processes of this research and also determine what kind of resources were 

needed. I had to ensure that I would have reasonable access to potential respondents. Hence 

my research site was the Faculty of Humanities at UCT. 

 

4.4.2. Sampling Frame 

On the basis of due consideration for the aforementioned, I firstly had to determine my 

sampling frame. Respondents were drawn from the Faculty of Humanities at the main 

campus of UCT. They consisted of EAL students, academic, administrative and support staff 

members. Staff members who participated in this study are spread across the departments and 

centres in the Faculty of Humanities and in the SDO. For the pilot study, I had a sample size 

of 15 for both students and staff while in the main survey the sample sizes were 25 students 

and 15 staff members respectively.  

 

                                                 
8
I presented data from the pilot study of this research at the SAALA International Conference held on 13 – 15 

July 2004 at the University of Limpopo in Mankweng. The paper was titled “UCT Staff and Students‟ Attitudes 

to the UCT Multilingualism Language Policy.”  Another version of this paper was presented at the 4
th 

Education 

Students‟ Regional Research Conference held on 15 – 16 October 2004 at the University of Cape Town. A copy 

of which appears as appendix 7.     
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4.4.3. Non-Probability Sampling 

For both the pilot study and the main survey, I opted for non-probability sampling. The pilot 

study samples were samples of convenience, which assumed a purposive nature. I needed 

volunteers who would be easily accessible and have keen interest in language issues. In 

choosing respondents in this study I followed Chilisa & Preece (2005: 151), who argue that 

the quality of data gathered in qualitative research depends on the researcher‟s success in 

identifying knowledgeable research participants.  The major contributing factor for opting for 

purposive samples of convenience was the preoccupation of this study with the analysis of 

language contexts, preferences and behaviours of EAL students and staff in relation to the 

UCT Language Policy and Plan. Purposive samples of convenience may assist a researcher in 

obtaining detailed data. Samples of convenience further enabled me to target a specific group 

of both EAL students and staff.  

 

During the pilot study it emerged that undergraduate students in the Faculty of Humanities 

have been „over-researched‟. As a result they were very suspicious of any research project. I 

had to contend with the fact that potential student respondents were generally not interested 

in any research project, if it did not promise material rewards. At the time of conducting the 

pilot study and, subsequently, administering the questionnaire for the main survey, I had to 

compete with the campus-wide student climate survey
9
 and the mid-year examinations at 

UCT. EAL students saw participation in this climate survey as more prestigious than in my 

study. The other challenge was not being a full-time student at UCT. As a result, my access to 

respondents was circumstantially restricted. These are some of the challenges that, in addition 

to methodological relevance and convenience, prompted me to opt for non-probability 

sampling methods. 

 

I gained access to the non-SRC student respondents through their heads of departments, 

lecturers and, in some instances, tutors and fellow students or friends. Staff members were 

approached directly based on their interest in language matters. In some instances some staff 

members were chosen because of recommendations from both fellow colleagues and 

students. Needless to mention, both students and staff samples were as a result of snowballing 

– lecturers, tutors and fellow students suggested possible participants who were either 

passionate about language related issues or had interest in languages generally. All ethical 

                                                 
9
 The report of this Survey was prepared by Smith et al (2004) of Strategy & Tactics. It is titled „Same River 

Different Boats‟ and was completed in December 2004. I also make reference to its findings in this dissertation.  
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considerations were observed in interacting with all respondents who participated in this 

study. 

 

4.5. Validity and Reliability 

 

Drawing on Johnson (1992: 111) who argues that the purpose of research should determine 

sample selection procedure, I opted for purposive samples of convenience. I also relied on 

Welman & Kruger (2001: 189) who argue that in qualitative research, the researcher usually 

obtains individuals with whom to conduct unstructured interviews by means of purposive or 

snowball sampling. They contend that purposive sampling is frequently used for reasons of 

convenience and economy (Welman & Kruger 2001: 47). From the questionnaires and 

interviews, I ascertain the language contexts, preferences and behaviours of EAL students in 

relation to their sociocultural identity at UCT. The study also foregrounds concerns of staff in 

relation to the possible implementation of UCT's Language Plan (2003).  

 

Purposive sampling proved effective in this study in that informants, especially the two 

CALLSSA students and the staff member interviewed during the pilot study, provided 

valuable information on account of their language contexts - as EAL students and an African 

language learner respectively. The questionnaire was preceded by a pilot study, the data of 

which was presented at two conferences (see 4.3.4. footnote 8). The questionnaire and the 

interview schedule incorporated inputs from both conferences.  

 

Because I could not solely rely on data from the questionnaires and interviews, participant 

observation supplemented these data. The pilot study data further enhanced the reliability of 

the data of this study. Through triangulation and pre-testing questionnaires and interview 

schedules among experts, I minimised the influence of my own subjectivity in the study. In 

the student questionnaire I used „methodological triangulation‟, which assisted greatly in 

cross-referencing questions, thereby deciphering rich data from the questionnaire and 

interviews [see Flick, von Kardorff, & Steinke (2004: 178-183) on forms of triangulation]. 

African language practitioners outside UCT validated the isiXhosa and Sesotho translations 

and transcriptions in the interviews. 
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The response rate or non-response is also a factor likely to bring the validity and reliability of 

the data into question. A total of 25 EAL students were targeted and only 21 filled out and 

returned the questionnaire. While out of a total of 15 staff members only 13 returned the 

questionnaire. This translated into response rates of 84% and 86% respectively to both 

questionnaires. For purposes of reliability on the data obtained these response rates are 

reasonable and acceptable. The number of interviews conducted in this study might also 

become a source of contention. However, in a qualitative study the researcher has flexibility 

to determine the amount of data needed to answer the research question(s). In this respect 

three interviews were conducted and data from one of the interviews conducted during the 

pilot study were also used.  

 

4.6. Generalisability  

  

The sample size for both EAL students and staff is another aspect that might bring findings of 

the study into question. However, the qualitative interview methods used justify the use of a 

small sample. According to Johnson (1992) generalisability of a survey study is related to the 

purpose of the researcher, the sample selection procedures followed and the value of the 

research to the body knowledge: 

 

The purpose of the research should determine sample selection procedures. If 

it is not the purpose of the researcher to generalize to a population, then it is 

not necessary to sample from a population … this does not mean that a survey 

based on a convenience sample is not valuable. Its value often lays not so 

much in its quantitative generalizability but in identifying important issues or 

trends. It may also serve as a pilot study to prepare for a larger study. (Johnson 

1992: 112) 

 

Transferability is sometimes used in relation to generalisability. According to de Vos et al 

(2002: 352) transferability is an alternative to external validity or generalisability. Chilisa & 

Preece (2005: 169) seem to concur when they aver: „qualitative researchers focus on 

situationally unique cases, so generalisation of findings is not always necessary‟. Because the 

implementation of multilingualism appears to be a continuous process at UCT and in higher 

education in general, further inquiry into issues emanating from this and similar studies 

undertaken elsewhere is most likely. It is also possible that such inquiry might use either 

qualitative or quantitative research methods to probe language contexts, preferences and 

behaviours of role players in institutions of higher learning. For instance, the value of this 
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study might lie in it serving the purpose of a pilot study that would have identified important 

issues or trends related to multilingualism and implications of the implementation of the UCT 

Language Policy and Plan.   

 

4.7. Description of the Data Collection Process 

  

I designed and pilot-tested a questionnaire among EAL students during May 2004. However, 

it occurred to me before I commenced with the piloting of the questionnaire that a similar 

research exercise could be carried out among staff members in order to give the data more 

depth and value. In addition, once implemented the UCT Language Plan (2003) would not 

only affect EAL students, but staff members in their various employment categories and 

ranks. Invariably, EAL students encounter academics, administrative and support staff 

members in their daily routine on campus, during lectures and tutorials, and in the residences. 

It is probable that the language preferences and language behaviours of EAL students might 

reflect the way in which they interact with academics, administrative and support staff in the 

various departments within which they are registered. English is the medium through which 

the role players mentioned interact. It is also the MoI and language of administration. As such 

it is important to know what it is that both EAL students and staff think about it vis-à-vis the 

idea of introducing a multilingual approach to learning, teaching and interaction at UCT.  

  

4.7.1. Phase 1 – Pilot Study: Questionnaires 

All student respondents to the pilot study were volunteers. They were each informed that 

participation in the pilot study was anonymous, and under no circumstances would their 

identity be revealed in the entire research project. In line with Oppenheim‟s (1992) approach 

the pilot study took the form of exploratory interviews, which were tape-recorded. 

Respondents were interviewed individually and at different times. Though these interviews 

were semi-structured (less formal and communicative), I still had an interview schedule with 

all the questions to be posed to each respondent. I probed responses that I felt needed follow 

up, and as such valuable information came out of these interviews (see appendices 6 and 7). 

The questionnaire was pilot-tested for 2 months (May and June 2004). 30 respondents were 

interviewed, that is, 15 EAL students and 15 staff members. 
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In addition to academic staff respondents, I included some administrative and support staff 

members in the pilot study, because they are attached to departments and centres that offer 

courses in Education, Applied Language Studies, Languages in general, and the SDO. 

Anonymity was guaranteed and the interviews were tape-recorded. Though respondents were 

given an option of answering the questions in their PL, none of the student respondents 

answered in their PL. For staff members a different picture emerged. Two academic staff 

members used both English and isiXhosa, while one used Afrikaans and English to answer 

questions. This was an interesting development, which unfortunately did not follow through 

to the questionnaire of the main survey. The PLs of the student respondents were isiXhosa, 

isiZulu, Sepedi, Sesotho, Setswana and Tshivenda, while for staff respondents the PLs were 

Afrikaans, English and isiXhosa. 

 

The pilot-test was specifically undertaken to ascertain the suitability and relevance of 

questions and attitude statements contained in the questionnaires. It was also a way of 

verifying whether different respondents interpret the questions in the same way (cf. de Vos 

2002, Doyle 2004 and Welman & Kruger 2001). Finally, it was also a measure of ensuring 

that the questionnaires remain relevant to the aims of this study. Some of the key questions 

put to the respondents elicited interesting information that was eventually integrated into 

questions and attitude statements of the questionnaire of the main survey, and the interview 

schedule used in the interviews later. Piloting also afforded me an opportunity to get a sense 

of whether this research project was worth pursuing.  

 

4.7.2. Phase 2 – Main Study: Questionnaires 

I administered both student and staff questionnaires for 3 months (August, September and 

October 2004). Out of a total of 25 student questionnaires distributed, 21 were completed and 

returned. From these questionnaires 15 were from EAL students in the Faculty of 

Humanities, while 6 were from members of the 2003/2004 SRC Executive Committee. These 

SRC members were all studying in the Faculty of Humanities.  In addition to attitude 

statements and questions relating to the UCT Language Plan (2003), the questionnaire 

broadly elicited information in categories such as biographical information of the respondent 

and language use.  

 

This was a self-administered questionnaire and I had to constantly keep contact with 

respondents persuading them to complete it. 2 respondents commented on how they 
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experienced the completion of the questionnaire. Respondent 4 wrote: „very long and 

demanding questionnaire‟ while Respondent 8 commented: „was a pleasure‟. 

 

I handed out 15 questionnaires to academic, administrative and support staff members. From 

these 13 were completed and returned. 6 of these respondents were academics; 3 were 

administrators, while the remaining 4 were support staff members. The staff questionnaire 

consisted of 10 questions as opposed to 44 questions in the student questionnaire. The PLs of 

staff respondents were Afrikaans, English, isiXhosa, isiZulu and Setswana.  

 

4.7.3. Phase 3 – Interviews 

After analysing the questionnaires of EAL students I was satisfied that the information they 

yielded would be adequate to answer the research question(s) of this study. However, there 

was one respondent; respondent 4 who, like all the others, answered the questionnaire in 

English save for question 14 that was answered in the respondent‟s PL - Sesotho. It reads: „In 

which language(s) would you prefer to be taught during lectures? Please explain your 

answer.‟ In a structured interview held towards the end of November 2004, Respondent 4 

gave a detailed explanation as to why she gave her answer to question 14 in Sesotho (see 

appendix 5). Though the interview was conducted in English there was code-switching 

throughout. 

 

Comparing the themes and trends that emerged from the data of the student questionnaire 

with those I found in the pilot study data, especially from staff members, I decided to 

interview two of the CALLSSA students – one participated in both the pilot and main study 

and is also a staff member at UCT, while the other was in the process of finalising her 

Masters degree with UCT. She is employed outside UCT. The other factor that drew me to 

these CALLSSA students was the possible value their language contexts as EAL speakers 

could add to the data of this study. Their experience as academic practitioners, who encounter 

EAL students in their work enabled them to better articulate information regarding their 

experiences and challenges of working with EAL students (see also Welman & Kruger 2001: 

189).  

 

I also used information from the pilot study interview I had with one staff member, because 

of its relevance in raising issues related to themes emerging from responses of both staff and 

EAL students regarding the importance and use of African languages in academia and 
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socially. The data in this interview also reveal practical steps for the use of many languages 

in class and the enabling role of multilingualism in a multicultural and plural society like 

South Africa (see appendix 6).  

 

The next chapter provides an elaborate analysis of the data yielded by both the student and 

staff questionnaires and interviews. Though this study is largely qualitative, aspects of it 

contain simple statistical and thematic analysis of the questionnaire data. Tables are used to 

give a numerical summary of responses of students and staff to questionnaires. 
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CHAPTER 5: DATA ANALYSIS 

 

5.1. Introduction 

 

This chapter presents data collected through questionnaires and interviews. Responses of both 

students and staff are grouped into themes and categories, derived from questionnaires and 

the interview guide. Drawing on Newbold, Boyd-Barrett & Hilde Van den Bulck (eds.) 

(2002:59), I analyse the data without making heavy use of measurement or numerical 

analysis. I analyse the questionnaires thematically, using simple descriptive statistics. In part 

1 I analyse the data from student and staff questionnaires separately under the 3 major aspects 

of this dissertation, namely: language contexts, language preferences and language 

behaviours. Part 2 covers the analysis of the four interviews. Each interview is discussed 

under language contexts, language behaviours and language preferences.  

 

I use data from the interviews to contextualise responses from students and staff to the 

questionnaires. In addition, I use triangulation to validate responses to the questionnaires. 

Information obtained during participant observation also forms part of this data analysis.   

 

5.2. Part 1: Analysis of Questionnaires  

5.2.1. Questionnaire of Students  

5.2.1.1. Language Contexts of EAL students   

This section analyses questions that relate to the formal and informal home context, and 

university context. The focus of the questions is on the location of the respondent‟s home. 

Question 1 was to ascertain the spread of respondents throughout the provinces. Knowing 

where respondents reside is significant in a sociolinguistic sense for reasons such as the fact 

that language contexts of each of the respondents at home invariably influence their language 

preferences and behaviours in general. Questions 2 and 3 provide the language profile of 

EAL speakers in this study. Table 3 summarises responses to questions 1, 2 and 3 of the 

student questionnaire. 
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TABLE 3: Biographical Information  

Home of respondents 

Question 1 

Primary Language  (PL) 

Question 2 

Other language (s) used at home 

Question 3 

Respondents 

per province 

Eastern Cape  isiXhosa Afrikaans,  English 5 

Free State  Sesotho Afrikaans,  English 6 

Gauteng isiZulu, Sesotho Afrikaans,  English 2 

KwaZulu-Natal isiZulu English 2 

Limpopo Sepedi, Tshivenda, 

Xitsonga 

Afrikaans,  English 4 

North West Setswana Afrikaans, English 1 

Western Cape isiXhosa Afrikaans, English 1 

TOTAL   21 

 

Table 3 shows that the 21 respondents are spread across 7 of the 9 provinces. The homes of 

the respondents are a mix of urban townships and rural areas. From the table it is clear that 

Afrikaans and English are used in conjunction with the home languages of EAL students. The 

only respondents who do not speak Afrikaans at home are from Kwa-Zulu Natal. Table 3 

illustrates that the respective home languages of respondents include: isiXhosa, isiZulu, 

Sepedi, Sesotho, Setswana, Tshivenda and Xitsonga. 6 respondents speak isiXhosa, 4 isiZulu, 

8 Sesotho, 2 Sepedi; while Setswana, Tshivenda and Xitsonga equally have 1 speaker. The 

language situation in each of the 7 provinces shown in Table 3 is as follows: In the Eastern 

Cape Province, isiXhosa dominates as home language of the majority of EAL speakers. The 

Free State Province‟s EAL speakers utilise Sesotho as a home language. They do however 

use Afrikaans as an additional language. Gauteng is a cosmopolitan province, including both 

the Nguni (e.g. isiZulu), and Sotho (e.g. Sesotho) language families as dominant home 

languages for the majority of EAL speakers. These EAL speakers are also exposed to 

Afrikaans, due to the influence of the Coloured communities in the province.  

 

In Kwazulu-Natal, isiZulu is the dominant language, while in Limpopo Province Sepedi, 

Tshivenda and Xitsonga dominate the home languages of EAL speakers. Setswana is the 

main home language of respondents from the North West Province. In the Western Cape 

Province, isiXhosa is the home language of EAL speakers (Africans). However, Afrikaans is 

the dominant language utilised mainly by Coloured EAL speakers. English is used as an 

additional language in all the 7 provinces collectively. Afrikaans also has a presence in these 

provinces, with the exception of Kwazulu-Natal. It is important to provide this brief 
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background about the language positioning in each of the 7 provinces listed in Table 3, in 

order to gain a better understanding of the data presented in the table. Drawing on the data 

from Table 3 it is logical to expect EAL students to have a working knowledge of both 

Afrikaans and English. This places EAL students in a good position to be able to function in a 

multilingual context. Putting the home language into context provides us with a better 

understanding of language behaviours, displayed by EAL students in general.  

 

Tables 5 and 6 are not discussed in this section. However, facts drawn from them clearly 

indicate below, that the frequency of PL use by EAL students as well as English is  

„measured‟ according to the various familiar locations utilised by EAL students – being at 

home, on campus or alternatively in social environments. 

 

5.2.1.2.Summary of Main Points for Language Contexts of EAL students 

The discussion clearly illustrates that the location (context) of EAL students largely 

determines not only their language use, but preference. From a sociolinguistic view, this is 

relevant because data in this study indicate that various participants use multiple languages 

within their home environments, and are therefore multilingual. As an example, in Table 3 a 

minimum of 2 languages (the PL of EAL students and English/Afrikaans) are spoken at 

home. The findings in this study clearly illustrate that the location of EAL students – being 

home, province, campus and social circles – have a vital impact on their linguistic 

behavioural patterns.  

 

5.2.1.3.Language Preferences of EAL students 

The purpose of questions 18, 23, 28, 29, 30, 32, 35 and 44 is to identify the various attitudes 

of EAL students towards English as MoI at UCT, and its influence locally and 

internationally.  Questions 18 and 23 require students to divulge their personal feelings 

regarding English as MoI and as a language of assessment respectively. Question 30 focuses 

on the perceptions and beliefs of EAL students in relation to the effectiveness of English 

globally. Multilingualism at UCT and the value of African languages in class, make up the 

focus of questions 28, 29, 32 and 35. Finally, question 44 probes the feelings of EAL students 

towards the possibility of being taught in their PLs.  

 

Question 18 requires respondents to comment on their feelings regarding English as MoI at 

UCT. It states: „Given that you are at UCT by choice, how do you feel about having to study 

Univ
ers

ity
 O

f C
ap

e T
ow

n 



82 

 

through the medium of English?‟ Responses of EAL students to this question are summarised 

in Table 4 below.  

 

TABLE 4: Attitude towards English as MoI at UCT 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

43% and 38% of respondents feel „strongly positive‟ and „positive‟ respectively about 

English as MoI. This means majority (81%) of the respondents are positive about English as 

MoI at UCT. The following are some of the positive responses recorded with regards to 

English as MoI. Respondent 4 writes: „I came here knowing that UCT is an English 

University‟, therefore she clearly expected an English environment. She continues: „… and 

one‟s intention was to learn more English‟. Respondent 21 posits: „Because of my 

expectations had I come to varsity with the intention of learning in a different language, I 

would not feel positive‟. This response suggests that the respondent expected to encounter 

English at UCT, so she is comfortable with English as MoI and appears to have acclimatised 

to the UCT institutional culture, which is undoubtedly English in nature. 

 

Other respondents introduced the need for the promotion of African languages parallel to 

English, as well as the visibility of an African languages department: 

Respondent 19: 

I think we should continue to study in English. I am saying this in light of the 

fact that UCT is an international university and that English is becoming the 

international language. However, I think UCT should encourage all students 

to at least take up 1 African language as part of their curriculum. 

 

 

 

Categories 

 

 

 

Degree of Reaction 

Question 18 

 

Responses 

 
 

 

 

N 

 

% 

 

A Strongly Positive 

 

9 

 

43% 

B Positive 

 

8 

 

38% 

C 

 

Neither Positive nor Negative 

 

4 

 

19% 

D Negative 

  

E Strongly Negative 

  

Total Number of Respondents 

 

21 

 

100% 
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Respondent 20: 

 

Though I accept international norms – English as primary medium of 

instruction, I‟m disappointed at times by the lack of visibility of, for instance, 

our African languages depts; by the one-dimension nature of lecturers and 

tutors, who despite language cannot and do not relate to students who are 

non-English 1
st
 language speaking and sometimes require interpretation in 

their own language. Given that it has been shown that many students in fact 

take down their notes in another language but English.     

 

Respondent 15 argues that English is the pragmatic choice: 

 

Your questionnaire is in English, it thus would bring to reason why English is 

a more universal medium easily understandable and globally acceptable.   

 

The remaining 19% of respondents is neutral (category C) regarding English as MoI. 

Although this is a small number, it is still significant as it shows that there are respondents 

who do not offer an opinion on the issue of the MoI in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT.  

The overall conclusion is that English is acceptable as MoI to the majority of EAL students.  

 

Question 23 is directly related to question 18, the reason being that both questions refer to the 

attitude of students regarding English as the default language at UCT. Question 23 reads: 

„Currently all academic assessment at UCT is in English only. Is this practice satisfactory to 

you? Please explain your answer‟. Figure 1 below shows the preferences of respondents for 

language of assessment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Preference for Language of Academic Assessment at UCT 

 

57% of respondents prefer English as the language of academic assessment. 19% prefer 

African languages to be used along-side English in assessment. 14% choose all languages as 

57%
19%

14%

10%

Prefers English Only (N=12) 

Prefers African Languages & 
English (N=4) 

Prefers use of All Languages 
(N=3) 

No Response (N=2) 
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preference for assessment. These percentages depict a general agreement among respondents 

in favour of English as the preferred language of assessment at UCT. A trend emerging from 

the data indicates that there is a role for African languages in the overall educational process 

at UCT. A growing number of respondents (19% + 14% = 33%) would prefer all languages 

within South Africa to be used congruently with English. Therefore African languages appeal 

to students to the extent that they suggest these languages be treated as languages of 

assessment. Respondent 14 supports the view that English should remain the language of 

assessment. The respondent writes: 

 

... Cultures are merging thus English has become the meeting point even 

though we as Africans may not like it. It‟s a circumstance we have to adapt to. 

 

English is presented as a functional language both locally and internationally. However, 

respondent 19 supports the use of English for assessment purposes, he pleads for the 

promotion and use of African languages in general. He writes: 

 

Yes it should. But the university should put up structures to assist those 

students who English is their second language. And the use of African 

languages should be promoted.  

 

Question 30 focuses on identifying the individual thoughts of respondents, in relation to the 

effectiveness of the English language, both locally and internationally. It reads: „Do you think 

with English you can go everywhere in the world? Please explain your answer‟. Most 

respondents answered „yes or no‟ and provided reasons for their answers. Only 5% were 

unsure of the effectiveness of English internationally. Figure 2 below depicts the comparison 
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5%

33%

62%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Not Sure (N=1) No (N=7) Yes (N=13)

Responses to Question 30

Figure 2: With English you can go everywhere
10

in the world 

 

62% of respondents confirm the international effectiveness of English. This 62% articulates 

the enabling power of English on UCT campuses and beyond. However not all of them agree 

with the view that only English has an enabling power. For instance respondent 12 argues 

that both English and African languages are of value:  

 

As much as I believe that the use of African languages at varsity will benefit 

some people, I think that at least the knowledge of English can help you 

communicate with outsiders or the international crowd.    

 

Respondent 13 argues that English is spoken internationally and as a result it is culturally 

neutral. The respondent argues that English can be useful internationally, but that an African 

language implicitly gives an African language speaker „collateral capital‟ (Nomdo 2006). It 

affirms an African language speaker‟s socio-cultural identity: 

Almost everybody can speak English, which means English, as a language 

does not carry a culture anymore. If you are overseas, English will help you 

get directions but it will not help you represent your country or where you are 

coming from … your own language can even take you further. 

 

The minority (33%) argues that English is not the only useful language in the world. Some 

respondents, such as respondent 7, hold the view that although local African languages are 

not influential in an international capacity, they can be useful in some contexts. To this end, 

respondent 7 observes:  

                                                 
10

 The expression is lifted from Kapp‟s (2000) article, details of which appear in the references. I am indebted to 

the author for its use in this chapter and in questionnaires used in this dissertation.  
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In Africa if one is involved in careers such as Social Development or a student 

undertakes research in low cost housing for their Economics or Engineering 

thesis, English will not get them anywhere, as their work will be conducted in 

poor areas where most interviewees and colleagues cannot speak English. 

 

This shows that there are indeed specific interactive circles where English will not suffice as 

medium of communication. It is in these informal social spaces where PLs of EAL students 

seem to dominate. Respondent 20 states that not all nations of the world view English as a 

language that opens doors:  

 

No. Just flipping onto an international news network will testify to this. Not all 

nations give precedence or dominance to the English language, even many 

„big‟ western nations like France.  

 

The point made here is that, despite being an international language, there are countries 

where English is not the default language. In these countries, English is a L2 or even L3, for 

example in France as the quote suggests.  

 

Question 29 focuses on uncovering the various attitudes of respondents towards the 

implementation of multilingualism at UCT. It states: „The University of Cape Town, in its 

(2003) Language Plan, promotes multilingualism (the use of more than one language) 

everywhere on campus, in learning and teaching situations. What are your thoughts on this?‟ 

15 respondents (71%) are in favour of the implementation of multilingualism at UCT. The 

minority (5 respondents) who make up 24% overall, are sceptical of the success of 

multilingualism at UCT. Their scepticism is largely created through the language profile of 

the current UCT staff. Most staff members are white, and mostly monolingual, as opposed to 

being multilingual. The other contributing factor is the dominance of the English language in 

class. Only 1 (5%) respondent did not respond to the question. 

 

Views offered by the majority of respondents who are in favour of multilingualism at UCT 

are as follows: 

Respondent 6 argues that multilingualism will, 

 

not only embrace other cultures, but reinforce diversity and equality … this 

will also mirror the broader/national system whereby all other languages are 

seen as official languages. 
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For respondent 7 implementation of multilingualism through the UCT Language Plan (2003) 

should be responsive to student equity: „it is only fair and a responsible act to equate such a 

language plan with its effort to reach equity‟.  Some respondents in favour of multilingualism 

claim ignorance of UCT‟s efforts towards accomplishing multilingualism. For instance, 

respondent 12 asks: „Is it being practiced?‟ because, she maintains: „I have not experienced 

that yet‟. Similarly, respondent 15 writes: „… seems more theoretical than practical. I have 

not encountered this anywhere on campus‟. These views on multilingualism show that 

students are not only embracing the concept of multilingualism, but are critiquing its 

implementation. This shows that EAL students have a certain insight into language issues. 

This is a positive indication for the implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan in 

the Faculty of Humanities. 

 

The minority (24%) argue that talk about multilingualism at UCT is not realistic. Rather, it is 

theoretical.  For instance, respondent 3 writes: 

 

That is good, UCT in practice is impossible seeing as some of the teaching 

staff is not multilingual and the diversity on UCT, it is impossible not to 

marginalise another language. 

 

This response highlights the fact that lecturers, being predominately monolingual (mostly 

English L1 speakers) could be a potential obstacle for multilingualism becoming a reality at 

UCT. However, a valid point is that the time this snapshot study was conducted (2004 – 

2005); the UCT Language Plan (2003) had not been implemented. It is therefore possible that 

some of the respondents were not provided with necessary information regarding the UCT 

Language Plan (2003). This cannot serve as an excuse, as there were, in fact, discussions held 

with various stakeholders on campus around the UCT Language Plan (2003). Such 

discussions were held under the auspices of the Multilingualism Panel Debate Series and 

were widely advertised, even by the SRC. Had the respondent been exposed to such 

discussions, he would have had a different understanding of the challenges facing UCT 

regarding multilingualism. The respondent‟s comment is therefore unjustified.  

 

For respondent 20 the discussion about multilingualism is theoretical as it does not seem to 

be beneficial for the students: 

 

It‟s good on paper, but this provision means nothing practically for the daily 

experience and prospects of success for students who are still unable to ask 
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questions in class for lack of opportunity to express themselves as they would 

prefer to or best know how. 

 

Again, these views are assertive and illustrate the point that this particular group of students 

has considered the issue of language use and assessed current practices. Their main concern 

seems to be the implementation of multilingualism in class. This, in my opinion, is a valuable 

observation as it raises the issue of lack of human and knowledge resources in alternative 

languages. Although there are merits in the views expressed, I still find that students operate 

at an emotional level. This might be a reaction to the identity of UCT as an institution, which 

is mainly English. However, students can at times be biased. For instance, respondents do not 

acknowledge the fact that at the time this study was conducted, EAL students were being 

encouraged to use their PLs in consultation sessions in the Writing Centre at CHED. 

 

In response to question 28, the general consensus was that both Afrikaans and English 

speaking individuals should be encouraged to acquire at least a working knowledge of an 

African language. However, as respondents 1 and 9 argue, individuals should have freedom 

of choice:  

Respondent 1: 

 

I think a person should make up their own mind.  Although everyone knowing 

or at least having an understanding of another African language would be a 

positive thing. Not everyone wants to know more than one language. In my 

view I would like to know or at least understand as many African languages as 

I can.    

 

Respondent 9: 

 

It depends on their career path. For people who are going to work with 

underprivileged persons from disadvantaged communities, it (an African 

language) could come in very handy, but for someone who is going to be CEO 

of a big company … it‟s of no use.        

  

Respondents 1 and 9 collectively express the belief that learning L2 should be a voluntary 

process. Respondent 1 argues that not all students at UCT would be partial to learn an 

African language. He believes that their choice should be respected. The implication this may 

have for the UCT Language Policy and Plan is that recommendations of the plan should 

rather be negotiated. Respondent 9‟s view is directed more towards the actual purpose of 

learning an African language. The question that it raises is as follows: „Is there a need for 
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learning African languages for the job market?‟ Those driving the implementation of the 

UCT Language Policy and Plan will at some stage or other have to answer questions such as 

this one, coming from potential graduates in the Faculty of Humanities. 

   

Respondent 6 argues that once all South Africans experience challenges associated with 

learning L2, they might start appreciating and respecting each other as language learners: 

 

This is very good because it shifts the problem from black people who are 

burdened with the responsibility of learning other languages in order to 

interact with people from these groups. Making it a requirement for English 

and Afrikaans speakers to learn any African language as a second language 

exposes or gives them a chance to experience the difficulties black people 

come across when they have to use English or any second language as the 

primary language. This will ensure equality across borders.    

 

Respondent 11‟s view is: „If we take pride in our own languages, then other people will be 

interested to learn them‟. This means the enthusiasm of speakers of African languages should 

act as an extrinsic motivation for potential L2 learners. On the whole, speakers of African 

languages should demonstrate a positive attitude towards their PLs. For respondent 13, the 

ability to speak other people‟s languages is an empowering skill, because it enables the L2 

speaker to attain a better understanding of the people whose language they have learnt: 

 

I have often noticed that white people who know how to speak an African 

language understand black people much better than those who don‟t. At the 

same time black people have a better understanding of white people because 

they know how to speak their language.  

 

Views expressed here are significant as they indicate the non-academic benefits of being able 

to communicate in languages other than one‟s PL. Understanding the language of others 

opens a cultural window for you. Through this window you are able to better understand 

others. The added advantage is that it creates an enhanced understanding of problems 

regularly experienced by L2 learners. Implications for the UCT Language Policy and Plan 

include social relation obstacles and the interaction between different language users in the 

Faculty of Humanities. This will have to be considered when implementing some of the 

recommendations of the UCT Language Policy and Plan. 

    

Question 31 entails the „value‟ of African languages in society. It reads: „Is it true that 

African languages have little value? Please explain your answer‟. 16 (76%) respondents share 
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the view that African languages are of great value in society. Only 2 (10%) hold the view that 

African languages have less value compared to English. 3 (14%) of the respondents were 

neutral.  

 

The 10% (respondents 11 and 15) who argue that African languages are of little value 

compared to English offer the following reasons: 

Respondent 11:  

 

We seem to be losing our languages to English and it does not seem like we 

have any control over it. (Unfortunately) the schooling system, the media and 

all these other influences seem to be putting English before everything.  

 

Respondent 15 refers to the status of African languages in society and the attitudes displayed 

towards speakers of African languages: „those who speak them are often demeaned‟. For the 

14% who are neutral, African languages can be seen as valuable or less valuable, depending 

on the location of the user at a particular time. In this respect, respondent 8 explains as 

follows: 

 

… it depends where in the world you are. If you are in Africa then clearly 

African languages will have a sentimental value but less if you were abroad in 

a country that does not speak any of the African languages.  

 

Respondent 17 argues that because African languages seem to be localised, their value is 

limited worldwide: 

 

… but if you think about it some African languages are only restricted to one 

country. For instance, you can‟t really do much with Zulu outside S.A. 

 

76% maintain that African languages have great value. In this respect, respondent 1 observes 

that the argument stating that African languages are less valuable has been perpetuated 

through „cultural imperialism‟. For him, „cultural imperialism‟ has made African people 

„embrace alien languages and to regard their own as useless‟. Similarly, respondent 4 writes 

that the claim questioning the value of African languages: 

 

… is a perception given by colonialism and many other regimes of the past 

and that has stereotyped us in not taking good care of our languages. 

 

Arguing in favour of the value of African languages, respondent 16 simply writes: 
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Anyone who thinks that African languages are of little value must read Steve 

Biko, „I Write What I Like‟.   

 

Respondent 10 voices the view that all languages are valuable because they express people‟s 

intelligence: 

 

No language has little value. People are very intelligent species and some can 

only express or use their intelligence through the use of their languages.    

 

For respondent 12: 

 

African languages are an embodiment of our heritage, they tell a story, we 

need to preserve them … uplift them and use them more.    

 

Because African languages „tell a story‟ their preservation in this context is seen as 

important.  

 

Question 32 gauges the reaction of EAL students towards the possible use of isiXhosa and 

Afrikaans alongside English in lectures at UCT. 43% of respondents are in favour, while 47% 

oppose the use of these languages alongside English in lectures. The 43% in favour offer the 

following views: Respondent 2 writes, „If there is room for all three of them then yes. If not 

then definitely English and Xhosa‟. Because „… Xhosa is the most dominant native language 

in the region … compatible with the demographics of the class‟. Respondent 7 advices as 

follows: if for example Afrikaans is to be used in class, it must be used in conjunction with 

another language, in order to accommodate those who might not understand Afrikaans. The 

basis of this advice is an experience he once had as a student at UCT:   

 

I have been in a class in which many remarks were in Afrikaans and I was 

always left out because I don‟t know Afrikaans.   

 

The respondent supports the view that students to whom Afrikaans and isiXhosa are not PLs, 

should not be alienated in class because of their inability to converse in these languages.  

 

The 47% opposed argue that the use of isiXhosa and Afrikaans might have the unintended 

consequence of some languages appearing more advantaged than others. Respondent 3 makes 

the following observation: „we are therefore showing favouritism and marginalizing other 

languages‟. Respondent 6 declares: „as a Sotho using isiXhosa and Afrikaans alongside 
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English in lectures has no value for me, they are not my languages‟. The respondent justifies 

this declaration by indicating that: 

 

 … doing this may prove not only to embrace other cultures, but it will 

continue to instil difference and inequality within and among the UCT 

community making it to be fragmented.  

 

The respondent seems to accept English as a unifying language among African language 

speakers; however, the use of African languages and Afrikaans is seen as a quandary aiding 

to „instil difference and inequality‟. This is an attitude that will pose a challenge for the 

implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan (and its recommendations) on 

multilingual awareness and proficiency. 

 

Question 35 asks respondents to express views on the statement: „It is also said that the use of 

the different African languages in class will lead to lack of progress in a lecture‟. With varied 

reasons, 38% (8) of the respondents feel that the use of different African languages will stall 

progress in a lecture. According to them, the reason for this assertion lies in the time taken to 

translate and interpret the course content during a lecture. Respondent 4 argues that the use of 

different languages in class „cannot work well‟ because of the practical implications of 

having to „translate every course to each and every language‟. Respondents also argue that 

African languages lack standardised terms for certain concepts, especially in disciplines such 

as Mathematics, Physics, Chemistry, Sociology and Psychology. Respondent 10 also 

reiterates the view expressed by most research participants during the participant observation 

stage. They lamented the deficiency of African languages in certain concepts in some 

disciplines. They cited words such as ballot paper, discourse, computer software, 

globalization, Internet and ICT as examples. In her response, respondent 10 observes that it is 

likely that some lecturers are unfamiliar with African languages: 

 

… it would be difficult to explain some things in an African language and 

especially if that African language is not the lecturer‟s main language.  

 

28% (6) of the respondents maintain that the success of using African languages in class will 

take some imagination from both lecturers and students. This will entail innovative ways of 

doing things in the classroom. For a start, lecturers might want to make use of the 

multilingual skills of their EAL students in an effort to draw in those EAL students, who 

otherwise would have been left out of class discussion. Code-switching might also be a 

Univ
ers

ity
 O

f C
ap

e T
ow

n 



93 

 

solution to deal with language barriers in class. Being imaginative means being creative and 

doing one‟s best with limited resources. Respondent 13 points to the necessity of 

„infrastructure‟ and logistical arrangements essential for the effective use of African 

languages in class: 

 

If you have the infrastructure, you have the same class taught in different 

languages possibly at different times, it could work. People would choose to 

go to whichever class they want to. 

 

Respondent 8 refers to an incident which occurred in her Film and Media Studies tutorial: 

 

I remember in my Film tut one girl couldn‟t express herself well in English 

and used to ask questions in Afrikaans, and our tutor used to translate it back 

to the class in English. 

 

The respondent states that if it could work with Afrikaans, and no time was wasted, then the 

same should hold true for African languages. 

 

Respondent 2‟s one word answer, „nonsense,‟ constitutes a disagreement with the view that 

the use of African languages retards progress in a lecture. When read within the context of 

the respondent‟s answer to question 29, the answer becomes clearer. He states that the 

objective of UCT‟s Language Plan (2003) to promote multilingualism is a welcome initiative: 

 

I think this action is long overdue. It should help in making a lot of black 

students feel more welcome and at home in this institution. 

 

This response addresses the issue of context. Respondent 2‟s argument is this: if African 

languages are used as MoI and form part of the academic discourse, then the language 

context in the Faculty of Humanities will no longer reflect „Englishness,‟ but multiple 

languages. In such a language context, EAL students will hopefully be able to identify with 

some of the multiple languages, given that some of these languages will be their PLs. This 

could have positive implications for the implementation of multilingual awareness and 

proficiency in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT. 

 

In their response to question 35; 24% (5) of the respondents provided reasons showing that 

the use of African languages in a lecture may either retard progress or accelerate it. In this 

respect, respondent 3 ponders options available which might need careful examination before 
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different languages are used in a lecture. These are looking: „at all factors that need to be 

taken into consideration in doing something of that nature and whether UCT has the 

resources to do this‟. Respondent 7 indicates that the question raises a „practical issue‟ in the 

sense that „not all languages will be used in a single lecture‟. The respondent argues that: 

„the use of multiple languages threatens order, management and coordination‟ in a lecture. 

To be able to use multiple languages in a lecture will take a lot of imagination and innovation 

from both lecturers and students alike. What remains a challenge is the level of preparedness 

or readiness of lecturers and EAL students in the Faculty of Humanities for the use of 

multiple languages in the lecture.  

 

Respondent 12 focuses on possible steps to be followed during the implementation of the 

UCT Language Plan: „if we structure the lectures properly then there would be no such thing‟ 

because „… there would be plans, strategies and so on before making sure that lectures are 

still effective and progressive‟. The emergence of this discussion is an indication that EAL 

students are aware of practical issues relating to the use of multiple languages in class. These 

students particularly show an understanding of the importance of language in the classroom. 

They also express support for academic intervention initiatives meant to help them. They are, 

however, quick to point out that such initiative must not compromise the quality of their 

education.   

 

The manner in which students report their use of English and their actual language use reveal 

their attitudes. This can be seen in responses to question 44. This question is aimed at 

responses concerning the effect African languages would have had on the respondents‟ 

academic performance, had these languages been the MoI at UCT. Question 44 states: „If you 

were to study as far as possible through your own African language, do you think that your 

academic performance would improve? Please elaborate on your answer‟. 11 respondents 

(52%) are of the view that if African languages were used as MoI they would not have 

improved their academic performance. They argue that they have used English throughout 

their education careers. 8 respondents (38%) welcome the idea of African languages as MoI. 

However, they express mixed feelings: they lament the fact that the possibility of tuition in 

African languages comes at a time when they are about to conclude their studies. 2 

respondents (10%) did not respond to the question - This response is a clear indication that 

EAL students are ambivalent towards their PLs being used as MoI alongside English. This 

ambivalence might be a result of a number of reasons. Firstly, they have grown accustomed 
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to English as a language of teaching; secondly they are not confident that African languages 

will be adequate as MoI. This is because African languages have never been used as MoI 

before. Finally, they seem to express fear for being an experimental group. They prefer to 

continue with English because it is the language they know as MoI.  

 

The majority of respondents (52%) opposed to academic instruction in African languages 

argue that they are accustomed to English as MoI; they do not see how replacing it with an 

African language will improve their academic performance. In this respect, respondent 10 is 

forthright: „no, it would deteriorate because it would be a huge change for me since I‟m used 

to using English in my studies‟. Respondent 11 offers a similar view: „... but since English 

has always been the main medium, I don‟t think so‟. Even though these responses resemble 

language attitudes, they usually result in emotional responses. These responses suggest that 

EAL students, over the years, have come to embrace English as MoI. They seem to have 

somewhat succumbed to the hegemony of English. English has come to represent success and 

intelligence to them. Its capital seems to outweigh that of their African languages. They 

basically express instrumental reasons for their affinity towards English.   

 

Respondents, who believe that the use of African languages as MoI will improve academic 

performance, argue that their proficiency in these languages will be an advantage. 

Respondent 8 writes:  

 

I am fluent in speaking and writing in my mother tongue than English. I can 

express myself clearly in my home language than English, where you will have 

to watch out for tenses and grammar.  

 

The respondent argues that his ability to write and express himself clearly in his PL, 

compared to English, is the reason why he favours his PL as MoI. Respondent 12 writes that 

academic performance won‟t necessarily be improved in the „beginning‟, but with „time‟ and 

the requisite resources, her academic performance might improve:  

 

If I‟m given as much time and dedication to learn Sepedi like I learnt English 

then I should get the same marks as I am now. 

 

For respondent 13 „it is too late‟ to mention the effects of African languages on academic 

performance. However, she alludes to what would have happened had she been taught in her 

PL: 
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Somehow I think that if I had carried on in my language, it would be much 

easier for me because I wouldn‟t have to translate what I want today. And my 

language comes naturally to me, so jargon and terminology wouldn‟t be so 

hard.  

 

These respondents express their feelings about an ideal situation. Their responses reveal that 

they are not convincing, despite their reports indicating preference to being taught in their 

PLs. They yearn for something that is not achievable practically. However, the idea of the 

question was to afford students an opportunity to explore possible scenarios. In a sense, 

question 44 required students to go into a non-existent scenario, and see how they would 

respond. The pattern in thinking here shows that students are pragmatic and not emotional 

when it comes to language use in a multilingual society such as South Africa. 

 

5.2.1.4.Summary of Main Points for Language Preferences of EAL students  

On the whole, students are positive about English as MoI in the Faculty of Humanities. There 

was also a general agreement among students in regard to the retention of English as a 

language of assessment. 

 

Regarding the use of African languages in class, the majority of student respondents argue 

that the use of African languages alongside English in class will hamper progress. Their main 

concern is practical considerations, such as, the time it will take to translate and interpret the 

course content during a lecture. Repetition of information is also a great concern. The 

minority group argues that it is possible to use African languages alongside English with 

measureable success. These opposing views suggest that EAL students in this study are 

divided on the effectiveness of the use of African languages alongside English in class. 

  

According to the majority of student respondents, African languages have limited influence 

because they are locally based. As a result, in the global economy they are not appealing to 

the young generation because they lack global economic functionality. EAL students note 

that, because of globalization, English as a global language is appealing. This explains the 

instrumental appeal of English to students at UCT. However, this linguistic picture does not 

mean to say EAL students do not embrace multilingualism. The patterns of language 

preference show that the selected group of EAL students in the Faculty of Humanities do 

have tolerance for languages other than their PLs.          
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5.2.1.5.Language Behaviours of EAL students   

Question 12 aims at identifying ways in which language(s) are used at a home and campus 

language context. There is emphasis on the frequency of the use of English and PLs of EAL 

students. Table 5 shows a comparison between the use of English and PLs of EAL students at 

home and on campus. A measure of the frequency of the use of the PL or English on campus 

and at home is important; it shows behavioural patterns in terms of the use of the PL or 

English by EAL students. Table 5 summarises responses to question 12 of the student 

questionnaire. This table shows patterns of language use at home and on campus.  

 

TABLE 5: Language Behaviours in the Formal and Informal Contexts  
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 N % N % N % N % N %   

Mother 9 45% 5 25% 5 25%   1 5% 20 100% 

Father 

5 26% 5 26% 5 26% 2 11% 2 11% 19 95% 

Siblings 

1 5% 6 32% 8 42% 4 21%   19 95% 

Grandparents 19 95% 1 5%       20 100% 

Other Relatives 9 50% 5 28% 3 16% 1 6%   18 90% 

Friends in lecture  

halls 

     

4 

 

20% 

 

4 

 

20% 

 

12 

 

60% 

 

20 

 

100% 

Friends on campus 

and Residence 

     

3 

 

15% 

 

10 

 

50% 

 

7 

 

35% 

 

20 

 

100% 

Lecturers and 

Tutors    

 

1 

 

5% 

       

19 

 

95% 

 

20 

 

100% 

Strangers   1 5% 2 10% 4 20% 13 65% 20 100% 

 

Language use at home 

Table 5 shows that 45% of respondents always speak to their mothers in PL; 25% speak to 

their mothers in their PL or SAL more than they do in English; A further 25% speak to their 

mothers in their PL and English, equally. Only 5% speak to their mother entirely in English. 

Categories A and B in Table 5 are inclined towards their PL. Both these categories show that 

the majority (70%) of the respondents use PL when speaking to their mothers.  

 

26% of the respondents always speak to their fathers in their PL, while an equal number use 

PL or SAL more than English when conversing with their fathers. Another 26% speak to their 

fathers in their PL and English equally. The majority (52%) of respondents are inclined to use 
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PL when speaking to their fathers. When conversing with parents, the majority of EAL 

students in the Faculty of Humanities use their PLs instead of English. This is not surprising 

because at home, the PLs of EAL students are commonly used. This is true for the 7 

provinces where EAL students in this study come from.  

 

For both maternal and paternal grandparents, the majority of respondents (95%) converse 

exclusively in PL. Seemingly, English is not in use when respondents converse with 

grandparents. One would have expected the use of English to be more pronounced, given that 

English seems to be the most common additional language to all respondents, as the data in 

Table 3 suggests. What Table 5 shows, instead, is that the PL is the language mostly used in 

conversations with both parents and grandparents.    

 

50% of the respondents always speak to their relatives, other than their siblings, in PL. 

Another 28% converses with these relatives in their PL or SAL more than English. 

Approximately 78% (derived from categories A and B of Table 5) of respondents use PL 

more than English in conversation with relatives other than their siblings. Again, the majority 

uses PL instead of English. It seems as if at home, PLs are the dominant language trend of 

EAL students. This finding is significant in this study because it suggests that PLs of EAL 

students generally seem to be the overriding element of communication; most notably at 

home.  

 

21% of the respondents converse with their siblings in English more often than PL or SAL. 

42% use English and PL equally when conversing with their siblings. However, 32% of the 

respondents speak more in their PL or in SAL than English when in conversation with their 

siblings. Only 5% converse with their siblings in PL. Statistics reveal that 37% of the 

respondents converse more in PL or SAL than in English. Only 21% speak strictly in English 

to their siblings. The remaining 42% use PL and English equally. Nevertheless, compared to 

conversations of EAL students with other family members, the use of English has increased 

considerably. This may suggest a generational shift in terms of language use and preference. 

Younger members of society tend to use English more, compared to older ones who mostly 

use the PL. The pattern emerging here is that EAL students speak in PL to their parents, 

grandparents and relatives, while to their siblings they use both the PL and English. What this 

shows is that, in the home context, EAL students do not work only with one language. In a 

sense, they are involved in a process regarded as „translanguage‟.  

Univ
ers

ity
 O

f C
ap

e T
ow

n 



99 

 

Responses to question 13 are similar to those in Table 5. They all reveal that at home PL is 

the dominant language. English is also used, but minimally.  

 

Language use on campus   

Table 5 further reveals that, for friends in lecture halls, 60% of respondents always converse 

in English. Of the other 40%, 20% tend to use more English than PL or SAL, while the other 

20% converses equally in English as in PL. Overall, 80% of the respondents tend to use 

English more than PL while conversing with their friends in lecture halls. English seems to be 

the dominant language among friends in lecture halls. 

 

For conversations involving friends on campus and in residences, 35% use strictly English, 

while 50% converse in English more often than in PL or SAL. This means 85% of 

respondents use mostly English with friends on campus and in residences. With both lecturers 

and tutors, 95% of respondents use English exclusively. It could then be concluded that 

English is the dominant language in class and generally on campus, for this selected group of 

EAL students.  

 

Frequency of PL use at Home, on Campus and in Other Social Circles    

The purpose of questions 4, 5 and 6 is to get information on the frequency of the use of PL in 

the various language contexts (formal and informal) EAL students shuttle. Responses to these 

questions could assist in establishing as to whether students are consistent in their responses 

concerning the use of PL compared with English at home, on campus and in other social 

circles. Table 6 summarises responses to questions 4, 5 and 6 of the student questionnaire. 
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TABLE 6: Frequency of PL use at Home, on Campus and in Social Circles 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Frequency of PL use at Home: Table 6 shows that 66% of respondents use PL 90% of the 

time at home; 24% use PL 70% of the time at home.  Categories A and B show that 90% of 

respondents use PL more often at home than any other language. 

 

Frequency of PL use on Campus: 30% of respondents (categories A, B and C) use PL 

between 50% and 90% of their time on campus. Overall 30% of respondents frequently use 

PL to communicate on campus, as opposed to 70% (categories D and E) who seldom use PL 

(between 10% and 30%). This behaviour is consistent with data from Table 5, where 

communication with friends on campus and in residences, and with lecturers and tutors, is 

mostly in English. 

 

Frequency of PL use in other Social Circles: 10% of respondents use PL 70% to 90% 

(categories A and B) of their time when in social circles. However, 50% use PL 10% to 30% 

of their time (categories D and E). 40% converses in PL 50% of their time in social circles. 

Respondents tend to keep communication in PL to a minimum in social circles similar to how 

they use it on campus.  

 

The pattern emerging is that the majority (90%) of respondents use PL frequently at home. 

On campus, the minority (30%) of respondents use the PL frequently; in other social circles 
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statistics shows that 40% of respondents converse averagely in the PL. In a sense, this shows 

that the minority of EAL students communicate frequently in PL in other social circles 

similar to how they use PL on campus. The developing pattern stands as: the further EAL 

students are from the informal language domain (in this case the home) the lesser their use of 

the PL. Put differently, in more formal language contexts (campus and other social circles), 

PLs of EAL students play second fiddle to a more prestigious language – English.   

 

The use of English at Home, on Campus and in Other Social Circles  

The purpose of questions 20, 21 and 22 is the same as that of questions 4, 5 and 6 mentioned 

above. Only this time, the information is about the frequency of the use of English in the 

various language contexts (formal and informal) EAL students shuttle. Again, responses to 

these questions could be used to establish whether students are consistent in their responses 

with regard to the use of English in comparison to the PL at home, on campus and in other 

social circles. Table 7 below summarises responses to questions 20, 21 and 22 of the student 

questionnaire. 

 

TABLE 7: Frequency of English use at Home, on Campus and in Social Circles   
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Most responses are concentrated in categories A and B, on the use of English on campus and 

in other social circles. Overall, respondents use English most of the time. 100% uses English 

on campus while 95% uses it in social circles.  At home, English is used by 62% (i.e. 

categories A and B) of respondents. In terms of frequency of use, Table 7 shows frequent use 

of English on campus and in social circles. At home English is used less. English tends to be 

used more in formal language contexts (campus and social circles) than in informal language 

contexts (home). 

 

The pattern that emerges here is that English is used frequently by the majority of EAL 

speakers on campus (by 100%) and in other social circles (by 95%). These findings are 

consistent with data from Tables 5 and 6. In Table 5 EAL students use English less at home 

as compared to how they use it on campus. Table 6 shows that EAL students use English less 

frequently at home and more frequently on campus and in other social circles. The influence 

of English goes to the homes of EAL students while the same cannot be said of the 

„influence‟ of PLs of EAL students in the homes of potential L2 speakers of indigenous 

African languages (in this context mostly L1 speakers of English).  

  

The use of the Internet influences language behaviours of EAL students. EAL students have 

access to the Internet on campus and in their residences. This means the Internet is part of 

their language context in the formal domain. Question 43 deals directly with the influence 

Internet use has on language choice. In this discussion reference is made to responses to 

question 41 because in some ways question 41 is related to question 43. Question 41 deals 

with purposes for which students mostly use the Internet. 38% of respondents answered 

question 43 in the affirmative, while 52% were negative. The 38%, who accept that the use of 

the Internet influences their language choice, argue that such an influence is a logical 

consequence in a university context. For instance, respondent 1 writes: „English is the 

language used on the Internet which reinforces my use of the language‟. For respondent 21: 

„it does because all the sites are in English‟. Respondent 4 expressed a similar view: 

„…because there is one language common on the sites that I check and most of the people I 

interact with use English most of the time‟. The people respondent 4 interacts with are fellow 

students, lecturers and friends on campus and in the residences. As shown in the discussion 

on language behaviours, these people mostly use English in both the formal and informal 

contexts. 
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According to respondents 10, 12 and 20, they use the Internet for academic, personal and 

entertainment purposes, among others. They also indicate that English is the default language 

of the Internet. Respondent 10 writes: „I use English when I use the Internet for both 

academic and entertainment purposes‟. Respondent 20 notes: „yes, depending on whom one 

is communicating with, your language use preference is confined‟. Respondent 12 clearly 

states that: „most of the communication on the Internet is in English thus I never use an 

African language‟. Respondent 16 concurs with him. For her the use of English on the 

Internet is the norm. She declares: „well everything is in English what more can I say?‟ Since 

English is the default language at UCT, it should not be surprising for students to use English 

when they use the Internet for academic purposes.    

 

The majority (52%) who responded negatively to question 43 claim that the Internet has no 

influence in their choice of language. Respondents 8, 13 and 14 provide reasons for their 

claims. Respondent 8 writes: „when I email friends I could choose to use English or Sotho or 

any language I know they know‟. Respondent 14 reports that she uses the Internet for 

academic purposes, but for emails: „I use Setswana for social communication; some emails 

are written in Setswana‟. For these respondents, their choice of language on the Internet is 

determined by both the purpose for using it and their relation to the person they are 

communicating with. This is similar to what Table 5 depicts, as discussed in language 

behaviours. The language EAL students use at home, on campus and in other social circles is 

also determined by their interlocutors. Again, context is central to language use. 

 

According to respondent 13: „the Internet is in many languages‟. He goes further to say: „if 

you browse to a Dutch site for instance, everything will be written in Dutch‟. However, he 

laments the fact that other South African languages are not used on the Internet: „it is a pity 

though in South Africa the different languages are not used‟. This is a concern that permeates 

most responses throughout this study. 

 

5.2.1.6.Summary of Main Points for Language Behaviours of EAL students 

The language behaviours of EAL students show a response to reality, rather than preference 

or choice. For instance, EAL students speak mostly in PL in the home language context, not 

because they want to, but because of the practical reality; PL is the dominant language in 

their homes. Similarly, on campus these students face another linguistic reality. English is the 

MoI at UCT and invariably it is the default language. They use it not because they have much 
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of a choice, but because for them to be functional they have to use English. In addition, the 

reality is that UCT is a multilingual, multi-ethnic international institution of higher learning. 

Therefore, the student population comprises of people from all over the country, the continent 

of Africa and the world. In this context, English serves as a lingua franca. 

  

The discussion on language behaviours shows that EAL students in this study shuttle between 

the formal and informal language contexts. In these contexts they work in more than one 

language. This suggests that they are multilingual by practice. This is a resource they bring to 

UCT, which I argue has positive implications for the implementation of the UCT Language 

Policy and Plan. The beneficial aspect of EAL students being multilingual speakers is that 

they could assist with the implementation of multilingualism at the micro level (in the 

classroom) in the short term. 

 

5.2.2. Questionnaire of Staff 

5.2.2.1 Language Contexts of Staff 

 

As mentioned in Chapter 4, the staff questionnaire comprises of 10 questions. Only question 

1 refers indirectly to the language context of the staff. I assumed that since the language 

context of staff members is generally obvious because it is regulated by their tenure, it was 

not necessary to probe it further. In this section I refer briefly to the implications of a context 

on the behaviour of staff members, as reflected in responses to the 3 subsections of question 

1. I do, however, discuss question 1 fully under language behaviours in 5.2.2.4 below. The 

aim of question 1 was to basically confirm what is known already – the staff‟s contractual 

obligations to UCT (the employer). I make reference to Table 9, which summarises responses 

to questions 1.1 to 1.3 (see p114).  

 

Table 9, discussed in language behaviours below, shows that the context of staff at UCT is 

linked to the activities they do. Staff members carry out their job responsibilities as 

academics and administrators. They teach, do research, study and in the process, 

communicate with their students and other interlocutors socially. All these activities occur in 

both the formal (classrooms, offices) and informal (outside lecture venues and generally on 

campus) contexts at UCT. 
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Knowing what the contexts of the staff are at UCT is significant in that the data of this study 

show that language contexts influence language behaviours and preferences. The UCT 

classroom context presents lecturers with certain challenges related to their job. They 

encounter EAL students who might need extra assistance with English. This happens while 

the MoI and language of academic assessment continue in English. To me, this context calls 

for particular behaviour on the part of the lecturer. Question 10 refers to a scenario where an 

EAL student will need help with English in a lecture. For me, this question refers indirectly to 

the classroom context and probes whether the UCT classroom context is accommodating to 

EAL students. 

 

The fact that English, and not other official languages in the Western Cape, is used as MoI is 

another context in the formal domain of language use at UCT. In response to question 5 the 

majority (61%) of respondents argue for a change of this context. They call for the use of 

isiXhosa and Afrikaans alongside English in class. The reasons they provide are discussed in 

the topic of language preferences below. 

 

5.2.2.2. Language Preferences of staff 

This section presents results for questions 2, 3, 5, 7 and 8. Questions 4 and 6 are actually 

related to questions 3 and 5 respectively in that they provide elaboration or rationalization for 

responses to these questions.  

  

Question 3 is aimed at establishing what the attitude of respondents is towards English as the 

language of academic assessment at UCT. A question on teaching acts was not asked because 

the focus was on provisions of the UCT Language Policy and Plan. Also, I hoped that once 

respondents reflect on academic assessment they might refer to teaching, given that question 

3 is an open-ended question. Question 10 discussed under language behaviours has almost a 

similar effect. Question 3 reads as follows: „Currently, the UCT Language Policy makes 

provision for academic assessment in English only. Should this practice continue?‟ 8 (61%) 

of the respondents are against English being used as the only language of academic 

assessment. 4 (31%) are in favour of the current academic assessment practice. Judging from 

the data in Table 9, it should not be surprising that the majority of respondents show 

displeasure with English as the only language of academic assessment. Another relevant case, 

which is not part of the data, but bears relevance to assessment practices in the Faculty of 

Humanities, is the Writing Centre that allows EAL students to write their essays in their PL‟s. 
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The 8 (61%) respondents opposed to the current assessment practice of only using English 

focus on the need to provide assistance to EAL students. For instance respondent 1 observes: 

 

A student who struggles in English should be given an opportunity to answer 

in her/his preferred language. Learning in a language other than English 

prepares students for a multilingual environment.       

 

Respondent 4 writes: „students who are not fluent in English are severely disadvantaged‟. 

She feels that academic assessment through English only should be replaced with a bilingual 

assessment practice: „At Stellenbosch the policy has been for years that students could write 

in English or Afrikaans‟. She advises UCT to: „extend such a policy to isiXhosa and to think 

creatively around how to facilitate marking‟. What respondent 4‟s argument reveals is the 

need for students‟ scripts written in isiXhosa, to be marked by academics who at least  „have 

a working knowledge of an African language‟ (UCT Language Plan 2003).  

 

Respondent 12 argues that changing the current assessment practice is a process that should 

be informed by proper planning. To this end, the respondent argues that UCT will first have 

to answer questions such as: “who will mark the Xhosa and Afrikaans papers if the markers‟ 

1
st
 language is English?” This brings in a human and knowledge resources issue in African 

languages and, to some extent, in Afrikaans. Again, this has implications for the 

implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan. Respondent 3 makes a compelling 

case for the use of other languages alongside English in the lecture: 

 

Not if it (English) disadvantages students who could express themselves 

meaningfully in other languages … Some students may not know the language 

well enough to articulate complex concepts yet would probably understand 

such concepts well enough to speak intelligently and concisely about them. 

 

Respondents in favour of the use of English as the „language of assessment‟ acknowledge the 

fact that currently English is the pragmatic choice at UCT. However, they are of the view that 

in the long term other languages should be considered for assessment purposes. It is on this 

basis that respondent 8 suggests that English continues as the language of academic 

assessment until: „provisions for proficiency in South African languages‟ is sought. 

Respondent 7 argues that: „on a short-term basis‟ English should at least continue as the 

language of academic assessment. Before other languages should be phased in, questions 

such as: „who and how assessment in other languages will occur?‟ should be answered. In 

addition, the respondent further maintains that: „… the profile of academic staff‟, should 
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change, as the current profile shows that academics: „… are not proficient in indigenous 

languages‟. The respondent opts for English in the interim while UCT puts in place 

mechanisms to diversify and empower the academic staff; thereby making provisions for 

indigenous African languages in teaching and assessment. 

 

The majority (61%) of respondents argue that there is need to revise the current practice of 

using English as the only language of academic assessment at UCT. However, the 

monolingual profile of the staff is highlighted as a constraint regarding the marking of EAL 

students‟ scripts written in PL. In contrast to the majority view of the staff (to change English 

as the only language of academic assessment), 57% of student respondents prefer English to 

remain as the language of academic assessment. What this means is that students and staff do 

not agree on the issue of language(s) of academic assessment.  

 

Table 8 below summarises responses to question 5 which states: „Should UCT use isiXhosa 

and Afrikaans alongside English in lectures (for speaking, writing and reading tasks)?‟ The 

question aims at establishing what the reaction of respondents is to the possibility of using 

isiXhosa and Afrikaans as MoI together with English at UCT. The discussion that 

accompanies table 8 provides reasons for the respondents‟ answer to question 5. Such reasons 

were evident in the answers of the respondents to question 6 of the questionnaire. 

 

TABLE 8: Reaction to the use of isiXhosa  

                   and Afrikaans as MoI at UCT 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The majority (61%) of the respondents welcome the idea of using isiXhosa and Afrikaans 

alongside English in class. However, they argue that both the lecturer and students should be 
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knowledgeable in these languages to ensure effectiveness. Respondent 1 suggests that the use 

of isiXhosa and Afrikaans as MoI be applied to: „all subjects and not to be confined‟. 

Respondent 5 refers to the ethnic and racial mix of the class: „making isiXhosa a priority may 

change the student profile for the better‟. Respondent 1 also mentions that „students learn 

best in their first language … as they will be able to understand concepts better‟. Makhadzi 

and Nkosinathi (see appendices 4 & 6) share this view. They draw on their experience as 

academics interacting with EAL students at South African universities. Students are divided 

on this issue of the use of isiXhosa and Afrikaans alongside English in class. 47% of students 

oppose the use of isiXhosa and Afrikaans in lectures and tutorials while 43% favours the 

idea. The data show that students differ sharply. Ordinarily EAL students are expected to be 

in favour of their PLs, but the data show the opposite. In contrast to EAL students, the 

majority (61%) of the staff want change in language practices. This is an interesting pattern 

emerging.  

 

Respondent 3 lists 5 reasons in support of the practice of using both isiXhosa and Afrikaans 

as MoI alongside English: 

 

(a) It allows for an inclusive learning environment; (b) it caters for all 

learners – slow and agile; (c) it is culturally enriching; (d) such a practice 

revitalises and cross-pollinates languages; and (e) provides linguistic 

dexterity and prowess for the learners.  

 

Respondent 4 maintains that UCT needs to: „move towards a more inclusive ethos‟ with the 

aim of: „educating those at the centre (white English Speaking) students and staff better‟. The 

respondent argues that „English speakers‟ will benefit because they would be: „competent in 

dealing with realities of the 21
st
 century not only in SA but globally‟ - they would have been 

freed from: „a unilingual mindset, which is a real handicap globally‟. In a sense, 

„monolingual‟ English speakers will be linguistically and culturally empowered by the 

official use of isiXhosa and Afrikaans in lectures at UCT.  

 

15% (2 respondents) argue that isiXhosa and Afrikaans should not be used alongside English 

in class because UCT is a: „world class university‟, which draws students and staff from all 

over the world. Furthermore they argue that EAL speakers are a heterogeneous group. They 

speak languages different from isiXhosa and Afrikaans. For respondent 10, using isiXhosa 

and Afrikaans alongside English in class: „…would serve to exclude many Africans including 
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some South Africans as well‟. Respondent 8 suggests instead that: „English should remain the 

medium of instruction‟, mainly for two reasons:  

 

Firstly it would be time consuming and confusing to the majority of white 

students and secondly lecturers will find it difficult to follow.    

 

The other 15% (2 respondents) is uncertain of prospects of success regarding the use of 

isiXhosa and Afrikaans in class. Respondent 12 writes: „it would be difficult and complicated 

to monitor and administer‟. Respondent 7‟s doubt is prompted by the profile of students 

particularly in terms of socio-economic class, and ethnic-racial composition:  

 

My hunch is that working class W. Cape and E. Cape black people where 

isiXhosa and Afrikaans are predominant are not entering UCT. It is likely that 

these might not be the predominant languages. 

 

Respondent 2 falls into the category of „other‟ because he answered „yes and no‟ to the 

question. He claims that using all three languages for pedagogic purposes isn‟t ideal because: 

„not every lecturer would be fluent in all 3‟. However, he suggests that: „language courses for 

lecturers‟ be arranged before implementing the plan. A possible solution to the challenge of 

using all 3 languages is, according to him, to:  

 

… give part of a lecture in one language with complementary or explanatory 

notes in another. Most textbooks … are in English; they could serve as 

reinforcements for those who are able to at least read English while lectures 

take place in Afrikaans or isiXhosa (e.g. Stellenbosch, UWC).  

 

Question 2 requires respondents to express an opinion on UCT‟s suggestion to allocate 

resources for enhancing staff and student proficiency in Afrikaans, English and isiXhosa.  

Respondents 1, 2 and 12 all raise language issues related to academic activities, signage, 

tenure and administration at UCT. Respondent 1 argues that for the suggestion to work the 

culture of the institution should change and this could occur if: „things like signage in the 

University … begin to reflect the multicultural and multilingual nature of the University‟. 

Respondent 2 is of the view that: 

  

This process is undoubtedly necessary if the University wants to include as 

many diverse students as possible, so as not to exclude anyone, lecturers and 

other permanent staff could be phased in – in terms of their proficiency 

acquired through the necessary courses over a period of ten years. 
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On staff tenure, respondent 2 observes that proficiency in all these languages would:   

 

minimise job loss and enhance greater understanding alongside the ensured 

stability of UCT‟s staff environment, which can only foster clearer and more 

successful communication on campus in the future. 

 

Respondent 12 focuses mainly on the implications of this suggestion to administrators; 

especially those linked to academic departments: „it would be ideal for students but as an 

administrator the paperwork and administrative work involved would be an onerous task‟. 

For the suggestion to succeed respondent 12 suggests that: „UCT would have to employ 

additional staff to implement the idea and deal with that workload‟.  

 

Respondents 6, 7 and 11 accept the idea that Afrikaans, English and isiXhosa are official 

languages in the Western Cape Province. It is for this reason that they are prepared to support 

any initiative meant to enhance proficiency in these languages. According to respondent 6 the 

suggestion to enhance proficiency in the three official languages of the province is 

appropriate for students who do community-based research: 

 

Students, especially those going out to do research in communities, which are 

mainly Xhosa and Afrikaans speaking, need to have a working knowledge of 

these languages.  

 

Respondent 6 suggests that students be made aware of their participation as members in the 

communities around their universities. And as such it would be advantageous for them to 

know languages used in communities around UCT for example. This observation links with 

the need for language users to be aware of potential challenges their language contexts could 

pose. Such awareness might assist language users to strive for appropriate language 

behaviours in such language contexts. For respondent 7: „proficiency in other languages 

should also be encouraged‟. This sentiment is shared by respondent 11 albeit indirectly: 

 

… the Western Cape has three official languages and it seems only fair that 

UCT also adheres to this. Although it may seem unfair to people of other 

provinces who work or study here.  

 

Respondent 11 shows sympathy for EAL students who are not conversant with Afrikaans and 

isiXhosa, but still insists that proficiency in languages of the Western Cape Province be 

promoted. Respondent 5 claims that the suggestion: „would help to make UCT more 

representative and deal with criticisms of continued cultural imperialism at tertiary 
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institutions‟. In other words promoting staff and student proficiency in Afrikaans, English 

and isiXhosa could be interpreted as UCT‟s positive response to challenges posed by the 

cultural and linguistic diversity of its staff and student composition. 

 

Question 7 refers to attitudes of L1 English and Afrikaans speakers towards learning other 

languages, especially African languages. It is based on the following suggestion by the Task 

Team of the UCT Curriculum Working Group: „English and Afrikaans speakers should be 

encouraged to acquire at least a working knowledge of an African language‟. Question 7 asks 

respondents to express views on this suggestion. In response, all respondents share the view 

that institutional support for the acquisition of a working knowledge of an African language 

(by L1 Afrikaans and English speakers) is a worthwhile exercise. The following are some of 

the answers provided by respondents: according to respondent 1, one way of encouraging 

non-MT speakers of African languages to acquire such languages is to make: „opportunities 

available for non-speakers of African languages to speak or learn to speak these languages‟. 

The respondent suggests that potential employees: „should have as a prerequisite a 

qualification in African languages‟. For those currently employed „workshops‟, conducted by 

the Department of African languages are an option.   

 

Respondent 2 claims that this suggestion will go a long way to: „cut down the high 

percentage of miscommunication in lectures, consultation, assessment, etc‟. Especially since: 

„there are many African and foreign students in need of clear and intelligible assistance‟. 

With a working knowledge of languages of EAL students, lecturers will be empowered to 

support their students: „particularly during face-to-face consultation, and for the further 

elaboration of terms in class‟.   

 

For respondent 6, efforts to acquire a working knowledge of an African language by English 

and Afrikaans speaking lecturers means: „that they are more sensitive to the learning needs of 

their students‟. As L2 learners, lecturers: „will also be in a better position to understand the 

language challenges that their students encounter‟, while grappling with English as MoI.  

The data show that even though institutional support is vital for the acquisition of a working 

knowledge of an African language, individual effort by native English and Afrikaans 

speakers is also important. There must be willingness by L1 Afrikaans and English speakers 

to endure challenges associated with the learning or acquisition of L2.  
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Question 8 requires respondents to suggest ways UCT should go about supporting a member 

of staff who wishes to learn an African language. It states: „In your view, how should UCT 

support a member of staff who wishes to learn an African language? Please suggest ways‟. 

Question 8 is indirectly related to question 7 in the sense that both questions refer to the 

learning or acquisition of an African language as L2. Three (3) main points emerged from 

responses to question 8. These are: the need for „formal courses‟, „incentives‟ for staff 

learning an African language and L2 learning or acquisition which forms part of „staff 

development‟ in terms of staff tenure.    

 

Formal Courses: All respondents share the view that UCT should organise subsidised 

courses in African languages. Respondent 1 suggests that staff be allowed: „time off to attend 

these courses‟. Respondent 3 suggests that another way to learn African languages is to: 

„agree on a language for meetings or symposia‟. Meaning that meetings will not only be 

conducted in English, but in different languages as well (e.g. isiXhosa and Afrikaans).  

 

Incentives: Respondents suggested that staff members need extrinsic motivation to learn 

African languages at UCT. Such motivation would have to be linked to conditions of service 

for staff. For instance respondent 1 suggests: „remuneration incentives for those who have 

attended such a course‟. Respondent 2 proposes that: „the course would have to be virtually 

free or run at a very low cost‟, in order to encourage staff to learn African languages. Both 

these responses are about financial benefits in relation to the learning of African languages.   

In addition to incentives for learning African languages, respondents 7 and 9 refer to affective 

issues such as „political will‟ and „change of attitude‟ respectively. Respondent 7 argues that: 

„moreover it requires political will to create an environment where this is encouraged‟.  

 

Staff Development: Responses are related to UCT‟s acknowledgement of skills acquired by 

staff members during their tenure at the university. In this respect, respondent 7 suggests that 

the learning of an African language by a staff member be: „part of performance and staff 

development‟ while respondent 13 argues that the most effective way of showing support for 

a staff member intending to learn an African language is: „to do it through the staff 

development initiatives‟. The point most respondents make is that if the learning of an 

African language is put at the same level with on-the-job training courses meant to enhance 

performance of staff (and sometimes lead to promotion) then staff members will be motivated 

to learn such a language. 
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5.2.2.3. Summary of Main Points for Language Preferences of Staff 

The data show that all respondents favour the view that UCT should support staff members 

willing to learn an African language. Respondents suggested that such support be in the form 

of subsidised formal courses in these languages. Performance incentives were also suggested. 

These are related to financial benefits and would form part of the conditions of service for 

staff. Finally, learning an African language was seen as part of staff development, which 

should form part of on-the-job-training. Respondents argue that learning an African language 

would have the same effect as on-the-job-training courses. They would motivate staff and 

enhance their performance especially in working with EAL students. 

 

The issue of allocation of resources to enhance staff and students‟ proficiency in English, 

Afrikaans and isiXhosa was raised sharply. Respondents extended such allocation to issues 

linked to institutional identity such as signage and the general improvement of the 

administration of UCT.   

 

The majority of respondents are in favour of a reversal of the practice of using English as the 

only language of academic assessment. They suggest the use of both Afrikaans and isiXhosa 

alongside English as languages of academic assessment. Generally, staff members display a 

positive attitude towards the use of other languages in class and socially. This observation has 

implications for the implementation of multilingualism in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT. 

 

5.2.2.4. Language Behaviours of Staff  

In this section I present results for questions 1, 9 and 10. All these questions deal with 

language practices at various levels. Question 1 deal with staff tenure – job obligations of 

staff at UCT (for both academics and administrators). Questions 9 and 10 refer to overcoming 

language barriers and offering assistance to a student struggling with English respectively.  

 

The purpose of question 1 of the staff questionnaire is to show what language(s) the staff 

(academics, administrative and support) use to:  

(a) Fulfil their job requirements 

(b) Communicate socially and  

(c) Study or conduct research  
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Table 9 below shows that 92% (12 respondents) use English to communicate socially while 

54% (7 respondents) use Afrikaans. This pattern of language use is not surprising because 

UCT figures show that 70% of the staff is still white and English. Again, this is a reflection of 

UCT‟s institutional, cultural Englishness. In addition to English, 38% (5 respondents), 15% 

(2 respondents) and 8% (1 respondent) use isiXhosa, Setswana and a combination of Sesotho, 

isiZulu and Swahili respectively, to communicate socially. We can assume that this pattern of 

use shows that speakers of these other languages are in the minority at UCT. All respondents 

(100%) use English for conducting research. The only possible explanation for 100% of staff 

using English to do research is the fact that English is the language of teaching and learning 

at UCT. In addition, since its establishment in 1829 UCT has been a monolingual English 

university. English is therefore a normative language at UCT. For fulfilling their job 

requirements, respondents use more than one language similar to communicating socially. 

The interesting point about responses to question 1.1 is that at least 23% (3 respondents) and 

8% (1 respondent) use isiXhosa and isiZulu respectively in combination with English for 

fulfilling their job requirements. Generally, the data show that English is the dominant 

language within the workforce at UCT.  

 

Table 9: Question 1- Language(s) used at UCT  

 
Language Question 1.1 

Fulfilling job 

Requirements 

Question 1.2 

Communicating 

Socially 

Question 1.3 

Studying/researching 

 

             N            % N         % N           % 

Afrikaans                  7          54%  

English     13        100%     12        92%       13           100% 

isiXhosa               3           23%     5         38%     

isiZulu               1           8%    1           8%     

Sesotho         1           8%  

Setswana          2          15%  

Swahili     1           8%  

Total      13       100%      13      100%       13          100% 

 

The data in Table 9 show that even though English is the dominant language among staff at 

UCT, African languages are also used, particularly to communicate socially.  The same as 

with EAL students, Table 9 shows that staff members also work with more than one 
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language. The data in Table 9 is in line with the fact that PLs of staff respondents are 

Afrikaans, English, isiXhosa, isiZulu, Sesotho and Setswana. 

 

The purpose of question 9 is to establish what it is that staff members do when faced with a 

student or colleague who does not understand their PL. Question 9 states: „How do you 

overcome language barriers between yourself and your students or fellow colleagues where 

they do not speak your own language(s) fluently?‟ Almost all respondents acknowledge that 

they do from time to time encounter language barriers between themselves and their students. 

They claim that such language barriers occur mainly between staff and EAL students. 

Language barriers among staff occur in informal contexts. Unlike student respondents who 

indicated that they opted for English to avoid language barriers, staff members deal with this 

challenge differently. They suggested various ways of overcoming language barriers between 

themselves and their colleagues or students. Respondent 1 reports that: „although we 

normally communicate in English with my Afrikaans colleagues, we do socialize and pass 

jokes in our respective languages‟. Passing jokes in their respective languages has the 

following effect: „… in this way informally (we) teach each other our languages‟. However: 

„with English speaking colleagues we normally communicate in English‟. When teaching 

students who are isiXhosa or Swahili speaking, respondent 1 reports: „I will attempt to 

explain concepts in their language‟. In the event students do not have these languages as their 

PLs, respondent 1 indicated that: „I would sometimes make examples from their language if I 

am able to provide examples in that language‟. These are some of the things respondent 1 

does to counter language barriers that might exist in his language contexts (formal and 

informal) at UCT. 

 

Respondent 2 is an English L1 speaker who has the following experience with his EAL 

students:  

 

In my experience 2
nd

 language students often come for consultation in pairs – 

often one student will act as a translator (meaning an interpreter) who 

elaborates upon what was discussed in the shared home language.  

 

This example shows that EAL students have come up with a way of handling language 

barriers between themselves and their lecturers. An acknowledgement of this approach, of 

students by a staff member, means there is sensitivity on language related issues in the formal 

context of language use at UCT. Respondent 4 uses the skill of students referred to by 
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respondent 2 for effectiveness in the class. She writes: “sometimes I ask other students in the 

class to act as a „resource‟ – interpreting or giving me assistance in understanding”. In such 

a language context students are active participants in their learning.  

 

Respondent 5 makes the following observation: „close consultations with students go a long 

way in overcoming barriers. This only works if students and lecturers are willing to engage 

at this level‟. This observation suggests that there should be a rapport between the lecturer 

and students in order to eliminate language barriers. When confronted with a situation 

involving language barriers, respondent 12 indicates that: „I speak slowly. I try to listen 

better‟. The respondent argues that more often problems of language barriers are 

compounded by the fact that language users sometimes fail to listen to each other.  

 

Question 10 of the staff questionnaire states: „In your view how should students who struggle 

with English in a lecture be assisted? Please suggest ways‟. 85% of respondents indicated that 

lecturers find it challenging to help students who „struggle with English‟ as MoI. They, 

however, suggested various ways of dealing with this challenge.  For instance, respondent 1 

suggests that senior students: „should act as tutors in order to assist new students in the 

language that they best understand‟. He further suggests: „mentorship programmes can also 

be used … in tutorials … not in the main lecture‟. Finally, respondent 1 suggests that 

lecturers who encounter students experiencing problems with English should try to: „work in 

partnership with African languages Departments, CALLSSA and PRAESA in pursuit of these 

goals‟. The essence of this suggestion is that available resources be pulled together to assist 

students who struggle with English. In a sense, respondent 1 is suggesting an institutional 

approach to the problem of students who struggle with English in the classroom level.    

 

Respondent 4 suggests a: “mentorship element … with more senior students „assigned‟ to 

younger students”. She sees it as a: „kind of community-oriented approach‟, which is: „part of 

what makes a good scholar in the making‟. In addition, respondent 4 suggests: „extra 

tutorials in academic development; going to the Writing Centre; attending EFL courses and 

UCT making such EFL courses open even to members of the public‟, as options to pursue. 

Again, the suggestions are more oriented towards an institutional approach to the problem. It 

is important to note that „Academic Development‟ and the „Writing Centre‟ are recognised as 

significant role players in enhancing language skills (verbal and written) of EAL students. 

For respondent 7, mechanisms to assist students struggling with English already exist. What 
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is needed is the: „... review and student input to change‟ such mechanisms. The point 

respondent 7 is making is that the existing resources meant to help students struggling with 

English in the classroom should be put to better use. She suggests that mechanisms used to 

deal with this problem be reviewed and incorporate the input of students.   

 

5.2.2.5 Summary of Main Points for Language Behaviours of Staff 

Data from Table 9 reveal a willingness by respondents to use languages other than their PLs 

in the formal and informal language contexts at UCT. This language behaviour is similar to 

that of EAL students. What this means is that some staff members are able to work in more 

than one language. Like EAL students, staff members engage in translanguaging, that is, they 

engage in multiple discursive practices in order to construct meaning. Translanguage is an 

inclusive discursive practice that can also accommodate monolinguals because reading could 

be done in one language, while writing is done in the other (Garcia 2009: 45). Translanguage 

has a positive implication for the implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan, 

particularly in relation to the promotion of multilingual awareness and proficiency in the 

Faculty of Humanities. 

 

Staff members show flexibility in as far as dealing with interlocutors ignorant with their 

PL(s) is concerned. They use English as the „neutral language‟ to facilitate communication 

between themselves and those who do not speak their PLs. In the classroom, lecturers try to 

explain difficult concepts in the students‟ PLs where they possibly can. If all fails they use 

other EAL students to interpret/translate from English to the students‟ PLs (i.e. they use 

processes of translanguage). Some suggestions regarding assistance given by staff members 

(for students „struggling with English‟) are as follows: tutorials; specialised courses; and 

mentoring by senior students speaking the same PL(s) as the struggling students. Empathy is 

also seen as a way of helping students, especially at a psycho-social level.  
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5.3. Part 2: Analysis of Interviews 

A total of four (4) in-depth qualitative semi-structured interviews were conducted. One of the 

interviewees is Naledi (respondent 4 in the student questionnaire). Her interview appears as 

appendix 5. Two (2) CALLSSA students were also interviewed - one (1) is a lecturer at UCT 

while the other is attached to a university of Technology in the Western Cape Province. Their 

names in the interview are Nosizwe and Makhadzi respectively (see appendices 3 & 4). Staff 

member F‟s interview from the pilot study was also used. For purposes of analysis of 

interviews in this study, staff member F‟s name is Nkosinathi (see appendix 6). A detailed 

discussion on the reasons for interviewing Naledi, Nosizwe and Makhadzi – and for using 

Nkosinathi‟s interview responses from the pilot study data – are detailed in section 4.7.3 of 

this dissertation. 

 

The analysis of the interview of each of the four respondents focuses on the language 

contexts (formal or informal) of the respondent; it also focuses on the respondent‟s language 

preferences (attitudes) and language behaviours (use) displayed in their language contexts. 

  

5.3.1. Interview of Naledi 

Naledi‟s choice of language and use are largely determined by the language contexts within 

which she finds herself. On campus (formal and informal context) she prefers to use English 

while back home and among friends off-campus (informal context) she uses Sesotho. She 

however reports that she also uses English at home especially with her friends and siblings. In 

the interview she code-switched and used both English and Sesotho.  

 

Language contexts 

Naledi‟s main language contexts, like those of other students who completed the 

questionnaire, are home and the university campus. The home context has both the formal 

and informal language contexts; however, interaction is socially based. What this means is 

that rules of engagement are not documented in a policy, but people behave in ways that fit 

their social context. For instance when Naledi talks with older members of her family she 

assumes a more formal respectful demeanour. But when conversing with friends and her 

siblings, then the interaction is more informal. In the home context Naledi mainly uses her 

PL, Sesotho. English is used in combination with Sesotho with friends and siblings. In the 

home context, trans-linguistic processes occur all the time because multiple languages are 
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used. When she moves from home to campus, Naledi is in fact moving from a multilingual 

context to a monolingual context.  

 

On campus Naledi is again exposed to both the formal and informal language contexts. In 

class and when interacting with lecturers and administrators (formal context) at UCT, Naledi 

uses English. She uses English in the formal context not because of her choice, but because 

this is what the context requires of her. With her friends in residences and generally on 

campus (informal context) Naledi uses both Sesotho and English, similar to what she does 

back home with her friends. In the informal language context, Naledi uses Sesotho and 

English interchangeably because this is what she is used to doing even back home. Here, it is 

both her interlocutors and the institutional context that determine the choice of her language.  

 

According to Naledi the formal language context on campus and the institutional culture can 

be alienating at times to EAL students. She reports that:  

 

Sometimes we don‟t even participate in the lecture because I think … hmm … 

my English is too bad.  So I prefer to listen to whatever they are saying and 

then I keep my knowledge in. I would rather go meet my lecturer after this and 

then I may talk face to face rather than in the lecture.  So I mean it‟s boring, I 

am not who I am, I am not that free … I am not really free.  

 

Naledi‟s use of the pronoun „we‟ suggests that she identifies with other EAL students in class. 

She implies that EAL students are passive in class because they doubt their proficiency in 

English: „my English is too bad‟. They tend to „keep (their) knowledge in‟ because the 

language context is intimidating. Naledi prefers to go and meet her lecturer in the office and 

„talk face to face rather than in the lecture‟. This indicates that EAL students like Naledi are 

ambivalent about English. They do acknowledge that to be at UCT they have to use English, 

but they indicate that English can be intimidating to them. Another striking point is Naledi‟s 

use of „they‟ in reference to L1 speakers of English in her class. This might suggest linguistic 

polarisation in the classroom context. This polarisation comes about because of the perceived 

power relations between English and the PLs of EAL students. English is privileged over the 

PLs of EAL students because it is the normative language and MoI at UCT. 

 

In so far as it concerns language contexts, the data show that Naledi shuttles between the 

formal and informal language contexts all the time. The trend emerging is that she tends to 

use English exclusively in formal language contexts while in informal ones she uses mostly 
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her PL, Sesotho. English is also used in informal language contexts, particularly among 

friends and siblings. The use of English among friends and siblings shows a generational shift 

in terms of contextual language use. This trend is confirmed in responses to the student 

questionnaire. Among parents and other relatives at home, EAL students use their PLs; but 

with friends and siblings the use of English becomes more pronounced. Put differently, the 

use of the PL is more pronounced in the older generation (parents, grandparents and relatives) 

than it is among the younger generation (friends and siblings). This generational difference in 

language use might be attributed to the influence of the school system. The school system 

reinforces the centrality of English in Education and development. The use of English is 

therefore a status symbol, differentiating the educated from the uneducated. The pattern of 

language use described here influences language preferences and behaviours of Naledi and 

that of other EAL students. 

 

Language preferences 

At home Naledi prefers to use Sesotho because it is the language that she claims she is 

comfortable with. She is comfortable with using her PL at home because there seems to be no 

visible sanction for mediocre proficiency in PL. This is unlikely in the formal language 

context where language use is regulated. Socio-culturally Naledi seems comfortable in the 

informal language context where she uses Sesotho. In the quotation that follows she 

expresses her discomfort with the formal language context and declares her preference for the 

informal language context: „while you are there (on campus) you are something that you 

really are not … but I am sure that I feel more comfortable at home than here. Because that‟s 

what I am, I am being me‟. Where the language context allows, Naledi prefers her PL over 

English because she is able to express herself better through it than through English. In the 

interview she explains that this is the reason she answered question 14 of the student 

questionnaire in Sesotho. In addition, she used Sesotho because she wanted to ensure there 

was no ambiguity in her answer. 

 

As much as Naledi prefers to use her PL over English, she is aware that studying at UCT has 

implications regarding language choice and use. In response to question 18 of the student 

questionnaire which states: „Given that you are at UCT by choice, how do you feel about 

having to study through the medium of English?‟ Naledi reports that she is very positive 

because she came to UCT knowing that English is the MoI. When asked whether she is 

comfortable and confident in using English Naledi replied: 
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Yes I have like through … not just through lectures, but socialisation and all 

these other stuff … The way I can express myself now is very, very different 

from the way that I used to before I came here.   

 

This quote suggests that Naledi is aware that even though she would prefer the use of her PL, 

she has to adapt and be accustomed to the use of English at UCT. This shows Naledi‟s 

awareness of the instrumental value of English in the formal language context. She also 

indicates that her shuttling between the formal (lectures) language context and the informal 

(socialisation) language context while on campus, enhances her ability to express herself in 

English.  

    

Language behaviours 

Naledi reports that she uses Sesotho 90% of the time at home but on campus she uses it 10% 

of the time. This could be the result of a minority in Sesotho speakers at UCT. In social 

circles, on and off campus she speaks Sesotho 30% of the time. This increase in percentage 

might suggest that she interacts with more Sesotho speakers off campus. For the remaining 

70% she mostly uses English. In lectures, tutorials, assignments and examinations English is 

the default language. As a result of this language context Naledi speaks English 90% of the 

time on campus. As Naledi shuttles between the home and campus, she shifts from using 

Sesotho to using English.  

 

Naledi reports that her use of English in most language contexts has not affected her 

attachment to her PL. She is still proud of her PL. She writes:  

 

I am not ashamed of Sesotho because in most cases you find that … I mean the 

more you get educated the more people get to really sort of dislike their 

language or whatever.  

 

In the interview she indicated that she agreed to give the interview in English because this 

was an opportunity to practice using English outside the formal classroom context. She 

reports that in the interview she felt free to express herself in her PL should the need have 

arisen. In a sense, the interview afforded her opportunity to shuttle between languages 

without any possibility of censure. This partly accounts for her code-switching in the 

interview.  
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Regarding performance in class, Naledi argues that EAL students are not at the same level 

with their L1 English speakers in terms of information processing. She reports that EAL 

students first have to process information in PL then transfer it to English to make sense of 

what is being said in a lecture. Her observation is as follows: 

 

One thing is if you listen to, I mean to English speakers they make more valid 

reasons because they‟ve got these good words to use. So „wena‟ (you) with 

your language you are still translating – „what I am gonna say if I want to say 

this thing in a very powerful and strong way that the lecturer can understand 

what I mean or my classmates should understand what I want to say‟. So you 

really have to translate almost everything!  

 

Like other EAL students Naledi would like to participate in class discussions, but she reports 

that she has to rein herself because she is uncertain whether what she will say will be 

understood by her classmates and the lecturer. This uncertainty is caused by her delayed 

language processing (or transference) from the PL to TL and vice versa. In the end Naledi 

does not participate in class discussions because she is afraid that her proficiency in English 

is not up to the required standard (see also discussion in „language contexts‟ above). 

 

It is interesting to note that despite its „alienating effect‟ in the classroom, Naledi voluntarily 

uses English at home. In the home context she uses English as a means of displaying her 

newfound knowledge and status as a university student residing in the township. In regard to 

her non-university friends and relatives, she is the topic of envy. However, with her friends 

from other universities she uses English to facilitate communication and to identify as a 

member of their social group.  

 

Conclusion 

This discussion has shown that Naledi‟s language preference and use are determined by the 

language contexts she finds herself in. In relation to language use, Naledi displays an attitude 

of someone who is able to adapt very easily.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Univ
ers

ity
 O

f C
ap

e T
ow

n 



123 

 

5.3.2 Interviews of CALLSSA Students 

5.3.2.1. Interview of Nosizwe 

Nosizwe shares experiences she had with freshman EAL students at UCT. She also 

juxtaposes her school background to that of these EAL students who are mostly from ex-DET 

township and rural schools. The language contexts of Nosizwe determine the choice of 

language she makes. She prefers to use English even though she is isiXhosa speaking. She 

mostly interacts with EAL students in formal language contexts, that is, in class and during 

consultation sessions in the writing centre. She indicates that in these formal language 

contexts she noticed that EAL students first have to process information in PL and thereafter 

transfer it to English. An experience Naledi refers to in her interview. 

 

Language contexts 

During the pilot study Nosizwe indicated that she uses English for her academic work. A 

point she reiterated in the interview. She also revealed that she is not dependant on her PL 

(isiXhosa) because she received an English-only education from an early age. She reports that 

she uses her PL for social communication purposes. This means she is communicatively 

competent in her PL at Cummins‟ BICS level. Her English education schooling at an early 

age contributed to this situation. She basically did not study her PL at school level. Matter-of-

factly, she never needed her PL for serious tasks or to get out of an awkward situation. As 

this discussion will show, her CALP skills in her PL are not adequately developed either. 

Resultantly, she mostly uses the Low-variety isiXhosa, which is used mainly for purposes of 

social communication. Nosizwe argues that she uses English in the formal context for 

pragmatic reasons. She reports that English is a „language of producing new knowledge‟. She 

provides the following argument for her position:    

 

… One thing is that English is already established. It is established as a 

language of learning, as a language of writing, as a language of producing 

new knowledge … not that it won‟t hold much weight when you write in 

Xhosa, it will but you still are trying to establish things, which the English 

language already has. (Emphasis mine) 

 

Nosizwe indicates that English is central to learning and writing in the formal classroom 

sense. In contrast, isiXhosa is not comparable to English in disseminating „new knowledge‟ 

worldwide. Lack of substantial textual or knowledge resources in indigenous African 

languages attests to Nosizwe‟s claim.  
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Nosizwe indirectly refers to the development of terminology when she refers to English as 

„language of writing‟ and „learning‟ as opposed to African languages, which are „still trying 

to establish things‟. By this, Nosizwe does not discount the possibility of isiXhosa or any 

African language from being used as MoI or „language of producing new knowledge‟. She 

simply argues that academic writing entails the production of „new knowledge‟. Such „new 

knowledge‟ should, in her view, be conveyed through an international language such as 

English. Nosizwe is convinced that African languages are not „validated enough‟ for use as 

languages of academic discourse and international influence. Nosizwe‟s concern here is at an 

instrumental level in terms of language use in academia – a concern shared by many educated 

EAL speakers. When asked why she did not accept CALLSSA‟s offer to write her Masters 

dissertation in isiXhosa, Nosizwe indicates that she could not write academically in isiXhosa 

because she lacked technical vocabulary. Writing in isiXhosa would have meant more work. 

She opted for English because with it she „sailed‟ through her undergraduate studies. This 

response shows that Nosizwe‟s CALP skills in English are more advanced than those in her 

PL (isiXhosa). Nosizwe typifies a case of subtractive bilingualism – where the acquisition 

and mastery of the TL occurs at the expense of the PL. The manner in which Nosizwe argues 

about language shows that she is reacting to how the institutional context has taught her.  

 

Nosizwe, however, acknowledges that the language context at UCT largely influences one‟s 

choice of language. In this respect she conceded that generally the UCT language 

environment does not afford EAL students an opportunity to draw on their languages as 

sources of information. She shares the following views about the current situation at UCT: 

 

… Even today UCT, in terms of institutional culture it is white, it is English 

you know. And you as a Xhosa speaker you just have to acclimatise to that. 

You just have to take who you are and try to fit in there somehow. So in a way 

I would say it is hostile. At the end of the day you are assessed in English 

whether you pass or fail. As a Xhosa speaker you have to take it that it is how 

things are. 

 

Nosizwe contends that the UCT formal language context gives EAL students no option, but 

to get used to the exclusive use of English. The UCT context reinforces the power of English 

– English is the language of assessment. Proficiency in it will therefore be an advantage 

because it determines one‟s academic success. Even though in her words the UCT language 

context is „hostile‟, Nosizwe still encourage EAL students to do their best. I interpret this as 

ambivalence to English by Nosizwe. She complains about the whiteness of UCT, but at the 
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same time urges EAL students to persevere and use English. All this happens at the expense 

of PLs of EAL students. In comparison to English, African languages such as isiXhosa 

cannot offer what English does. There is a sense in which Nosizwe is ambivalent to isiXhosa 

because of lack of influence at university level.  In an attempt to assist EAL students 

acclimatise to both the UCT language context and academic environment, the university has 

introduced intervention programmes such as foundation courses. Unfortunately EAL students 

have over the years developed a negative attitude towards such courses because of 

stigmatisation. According to Nosizwe EAL students feel stigmatised because such foundation 

courses are mostly meant for students from ex-DET township and rural schools. Nosizwe 

claims that upon admission, EAL students are subjected to comments such as: „you have to 

take the language of Humanities because you might struggle. Look at your mark ….‟ For her 

this is proof that the formal language context and academic environment at UCT are hostile 

to the linguistic and academic development of EAL students, particularly in their PLs.    

 

In the informal language context, Nosizwe mainly uses her PL, isiXhosa. However, she 

reports that she is more comfortable with the non-prestigious Low-variety isiXhosa than the 

prestigious High-variety. Nosizwe indicates that the Low-variety is mostly used informally 

among friends and family, while the High-variety is usually used in formal language 

contexts. She sometimes gets embarrassed while watching news on television (based on the 

assurance that her knowledge of High-variety isiXhosa is basic): 

 

… Sometimes when I listen to the news, you know … I sometimes think: „am I 

listening to Xhosa news?‟ And then when I look, yes it is Xhosa news on 

SABC1 you know. But they are using the High-variety Xhosa … this is quite 

embarrassing for a Xhosa speaker.      

 

Nosizwe also points out that High-variety isiXhosa is not totally incomprehensible to her; 

though she is not accustomed to using it regularly. The High-variety isiXhosa suggests that 

African languages also have technical vocabulary. Technical vocabulary in African languages 

is mostly used in oration. This to me shows the richness of African languages. In fact, oration 

uses cognitively demanding discourses equivalent to so-called specialised vocabulary in a 

language such as English. The example of the two Afrikaans-speaking colleagues of Nosizwe 

- mentioned in the discussion on „Language behaviours‟ below – is proof of this claim. She 

teaches them the little bit of the High-variety isiXhosa she knows, as well as the Low-variety. 

She claims that such an exercise familiarises her colleagues with the everyday spoken 

isiXhosa (Low-variety). Nosizwe is convinced that the learning of an African language does 
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not only benefit her colleagues, but „advantages their students‟ in the sense that students will 

be encouraged by the lecturer to use their PLs more often in class. For Nosizwe, such an 

approach will help promote multilingual awareness and proficiency at UCT. She suggests 

that UCT should symbolically reflect its linguistic diversity: „in terms of size, in terms of 

signage and graduations‟, as documented in its Language Plan (2003). 

 

The data show that Nosizwe mostly uses English because of her language context as 

university lecturer. However, she has developed sensitivity for the challenges faced by EAL 

students in the formal language context. Her diglossia experience with her PL helped her 

understand challenges EAL students face when shuttling between the formal and informal 

language contexts. She thus suggests that EAL students need to acclimatise to the formal 

language context at UCT in order to succeed in their studies.  

 

Language preferences 

Nosizwe reports that although she prefers to write in English, she is not opposed to the 

possibility of people writing in African languages. However, she argues that the prospects of 

writing in African languages in the formal language context in higher education are minimal. 

Her concern lies firstly with the attitude speakers of African languages have towards their 

languages. Like everybody else, speakers of African languages perceive English as a 

language with international currency. They desire fluency in English because, as the language 

of global economic influence, it offers worldwide opportunities. Nosizwe argues that unless 

African language speakers are able to deal with the impact of this perception about English in 

African communities, people like her will continue to opt for it as the preferred medium of 

expression in the formal language context. Secondly, she reports that what counts for her are 

economic benefits. In this respect she writes: „I want to put food on the table‟ and English is 

the language that could make this happen. 

 

Language behaviours 

Nosizwe reports that academic development lecturers usually look for meaning, rather than 

structure, when assessing written work. She stresses that a lecturer who has a working 

knowledge of students‟ PLs is usually sensitive to the kinds of errors students make. A 

working knowledge of students‟ PLs assists the lecturer in accounting for students‟ errors 

arising as a result of MT interference. As a result, lecturers do not penalise EAL students for 

superficial errors. In her case, she was motivated to learn Setswana: „because at first year I 
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always encounter a lot of Tswana speakers‟. Drawing on what she refers to as „new literacy 

studies‟ Nosizwe understands that her Setswana speaking students bring into the classroom: 

„all (their) other knowledge and even (their) literacy as (people)‟. She encourages them to use 

their PLs to bring out their creativity in class discussions. She reports that this approach helps 

because even the shy students, who „are scared of making mistakes in English,‟ suddenly: 

„feel powerful because they are explaining something to someone else ... it helps to facilitate 

understanding‟. Nosizwe argues that if people are afforded the opportunity to think in MT, 

they are able to make sense of the material they are learning, presented to them in L2. 

   

Another example illustrating the effectiveness of „new literacy studies‟ is Nosizwe‟s 

involvement with two of her colleagues whose PL is Afrikaans. She teaches them isiXhosa, 

while they help her with Afrikaans. When she teaches them a concept or expression in 

isiXhosa she also explains it in English. Her colleagues, in turn, explain to her what the 

concept entails in Afrikaans. Nosizwe writes about the effect of this symbiotic language 

behaviour as follows:  

 

… I am able to understand some of my Afrikaans students … This is how the 

structure of their language is, which means that is why they continually make 

those mistakes. So which means I am more tolerant and less hostile towards 

that and when I mark I look for the meaning rather than penalise someone 

over surface errors, which first language speakers get away with a lot.  

 

This attitude towards language learning and use in class also has the effect of promoting the 

notion of functional multilingualism. Nosizwe and her EAL students are able to function in 

more than one language. In such a context, the lecturer is able to probe students‟ 

understanding and draw out those who usually do not participate in class discussions because 

of the English proficiency problem. In the informal language context, Nosizwe achieves the 

same goal with her Afrikaans colleagues – she participates in Afrikaans discussions and her 

colleagues are able to comprehend when spoken to in isiXhosa. Both Nosizwe and her 

colleagues are now empowered to better understand their Afrikaans and isiXhosa speaking 

students respectively. 

 

Nosizwe makes an interesting observation about students having to adjust to challenges of 

language use in higher education. She indicates that EAL students are not the only ones 

struggling with academic English. Other students also have problems, although not to the 

same degree as EAL students. In this respect she writes: 
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… English itself is constantly evolving. And that is why you find out when 

white students come into UCT, they have the same problems that black 

students have – that African students have. But because they are mostly 

pronounced for black students, but it is also about these varieties where they 

come in and they write at a particular level of English, which you feel no 

matter how fluent you are, you have to know the kind of English that you have 

to use when you write an essay; when you talk in an academic environment.   

 

The point Nosizwe is making is that language behaviours of lecturers should not only be such 

that they address problems peculiar to African black students. Rather, the approach should be 

a holistic one. All students in the formal language context need help with academic English. 

Lecturers are expected to make sure that the CALP skills of all students are developed and 

their potential realised.  When asked why she agreed to give the interview in English when 

both she and the interviewer are EAL speakers, Nosizwe simply replied: „…because you 

don‟t speak Xhosa‟. According to her, she opted for English in order to facilitate 

communication between herself and the interviewer. In this instance, Nosizwe‟s reasoning 

could be understood to mean that English brought convergence between herself as an 

isiXhosa L1 speaker and the interviewer as a Setswana L1 speaker.   

 

Conclusion 

The data indicates that Nosizwe‟s language behaviours and preferences as a lecturer in 

academic development show her sensitivity towards challenges faced by both EAL students 

and English L1 students. She favours functional multilingualism, where she, her students and 

colleagues are able to function in many languages. Nosizwe, like many other EAL speakers at 

UCT, uses English for pragmatic reasons. She: „wants to put food on the table‟ and earn a 

living. Her language preferences and behaviours are thus influenced by this economic factor, 

as well as by the fact that English is globally the: „language of producing new knowledge‟. It 

has international capital and at UCT it is the default language.  
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5.3.2.2. Interview of Makhadzi 

Makhadzi reports that she was encouraged to write her dissertation in isiXhosa by Prof. 

Young in the Concept Literacy Project (CLP), which operated from within the School of 

Languages and Literature at UCT.  The work of CLP stresses the use of language in context, 

particularly the use of science and mathematics concepts. From personal conversation with 

Prof. Young it emerged that Makhadzi did extensive research for CLP prior to her MEd 

studies at UCT.  

 

Makhadzi claims that the burden of having to think in her PL (isiXhosa) and then process and 

interpret information through English motivated her to take up the challenge to write her 

MEd dissertation in isiXhosa. Unlike Naledi and Nosizwe, she did not stop at observing the 

effects of this phenomenon, but actually used this experience as motivation for writing her 

Masters dissertation. However, Makhadzi is quick to point out that she had her fears because 

she had never written academically in isiXhosa. She was also uncertain about how to proceed 

because she could not find any reference material written in isiXhosa to assist her in a project 

of this nature. 

 

Similarly to Nosizwe, the language contexts within which Makhadzi shuttles largely 

determine her language choice and behaviour. As lecturer, she uses English in the formal 

language context. But as a Masters student she uses both English and isiXhosa. She 

conducted research for her Master‟s degree at a township primary school in Crossroads, Cape 

Town. In this context she mostly used isiXhosa, even though English was the MoI. In 

personal communication, Prof. Young reported that the decision to allow Makhadzi to write 

her dissertation in isiXhosa was not without controversy. He however did indicate that in the 

end, Makhadzi completed her MEd successfully. 

 

Language Contexts 

In response to the question, „Was there sufficient secondary material for you to conduct your 

research?‟ Makhadzi explained that all books she needed were in English. She was, however, 

greatly assisted by her participation in CLP. She reports that CLP shaped her approach in 

coinage and concept formulation in isiXhosa. Prof. Young confirmed Makhadzi‟s claims of 

having worked for CLP. In the interview Makhadzi calls for the intellectualisation of African 

languages. According to Sibayan (1999: 229) an intellectualised language „can be used for 
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educating a person in any field of knowledge, from kindergarten to the university and 

beyond‟. Drawing on Sibayan‟s (1999) understanding of the uses of an intellectualised 

language, it is reasonable to assume that Makhadzi‟s determination to write academically in 

her PL is a worthwhile exercise in a multilingual society such as South Africa. The likely 

outcome of efforts of researchers like her could be the production of scientific research 

material in African languages. Such documented research material might then be accessible 

to future researchers and those interested in using African languages as intellectualised 

languages. The point made here is better articulated in the following statement: 

  

Because I believe for someone reading this, the thesis that you are going to be 

producing after you have analysed all this, will be saying: “Ah if it could 

happen in isiXhosa ... a ke ngwale, a ke ngwale ka Setswana ... ahe, you know 

... a ke ngwale ka Setswana ... a ke „try‟ ka seNdebele, a ke „try‟ ka seVenda”. 

I am sure there will be a lot of people who will be doing that. And maybe your 

thesis will help people to be curious more to go and access my thesis as well. I 

... I ... I see it happening that way.  

 

In this statement Makhadzi also expresses the wish that my dissertation research with her will 

indirectly market her own dissertation. She is of the view that people reading my research 

will want to read hers as well. In the process, research work written in English would have 

advertised research work that otherwise would have remained inaccessible, given the fact that 

isiXhosa is not as yet established as an intellectualised language. 

   

In the absence of research documented in isiXhosa, Makhadzi had to decide whether to draw 

information from the Low-variety isiXhosa used mostly in the informal language context, or 

from the High-variety terminology used in the formal language context. For example, she had 

to decide whether to use „unxanthathu‟ for triangle, or opt for the anglicized version 

„iangele‟. Her choice was made difficult by the fact that there are: 

 

So many words for different angles … You are not sure whether to Xhosalise 

it and say iangele or whether someone will understand it when you are using 

the actual word, which is used, like unxa.  

 

In the end, Makhadzi used the High-variety terminology because a dissertation is an 

academic document that uses technical, formal language. She had to constantly decide which 

words to use for which concepts. As an example, she had to find isiXhosa equivalents for 

words such as „Introduction‟ and „Overview‟. To add to her predicament, the dictionary she 
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used was the bilingual Fischer et al
11

 dictionary, which was dated and did not incorporate 

„current‟ technological concepts. The closest she could get to isiXhosa equivalents for 

„Introduction‟ and „Overview‟ was with „Imvulambethe‟ and „Intshayelelo‟. However, the 

difficulty with these words is that they could be used interchangeably for „Introduction‟ and 

„Overview‟. To overcome problems such as these, Makhadzi had to constantly liaise with her 

other supervisor (for the isiXhosa version). 

 

Makhadzi indentified „self-pity‟ as another hindrance in writing academically in African 

languages. She backs this claim thus: “I hear everybody, especially if you speak isiXhosa or 

Setswana, say: „so I can‟t write in my language‟. So I am trying to understand what‟s wrong 

with us”. She reports that as discouraging as this might seem, she is constantly driven by her 

passion to utilise her PL in academic writing:  

 

… So I‟ve got this passion that I do not see a situation where I am told that 

isiXhosa can‟t function fully like any other language, you see. 

 

Makhadzi saw her dissertation as a test to prove that a project of this nature is doable. 

Makhadzi‟s passion and enthusiasm to write academically in isiXhosa should be understood 

against the background of someone who had worked for a project in concept literacy. She 

thus experienced first hand pedagogic challenges facing teachers and academics who would 

like to use African languages to teach content courses. However, I do not believe this should 

be an excuse to write a dissertation to prove a point. Rather, it should be written to inform 

and to encourage others to do the same. To prove that the project is doable, much needs to be 

done and it will take more than just one example.  The challenge for Makhadzi was not so 

much the medium through which to write, but the subject she was writing about. Her 

dissertation is about the teaching of Mathematics through isiXhosa. Since Mathematics is a 

discourse specific subject, with countless concepts and technical terminology, Makhadzi 

reports that the first thing she did was to write her proposal in English. She struggled to do 

this and when her supervisor realised this, he offered to allow her to write the proposal in 

isiXhosa. For a while, Makhadzi had to move between two supervisors – one for the English 

version of her proposal and the other for the isiXhosa version. She reports that it was only 

                                                 
11

The bilingual dictionary is by Fischer, A., Weiss, E., Mdala, E. & Tshabe, S. (1985) English Xhosa 

Dictionary. Cape Town: Oxford University Press.  
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much later that the supervisors agreed that she should submit only the isiXhosa version. In 

turn, the two supervisors met separately to discuss her progress. 

 

The analysis of data for the student questionnaire shows that EAL students have at some 

point in their studies to adjust and be accustomed to the rigours of academic writing. In a 

similar manner, Makhadzi: „... had to be cognisant of the fact that I am (she is) writing an 

academic paper. That doesn‟t require my rhyming, my proverbs, because it is translated to be 

repetition in western thinking ...‟ Writing academically means having to internalise the 

discourse used and avoid MT influence. 

 

Makhadzi gave the following response to the question: „In what ways do you think your 

dissertation will contribute towards multilingual awareness at UCT?‟ 

 

… It really will contribute because it will really portray UCT not me. It will 

portray UCT as an institution that takes up and implements the policies that 

are invented … So it really places UCT at very high profile ladder in terms of 

the society … UCT is not only an international University, but is an 

intercultural University that accommodates and embrace the diversity that‟s 

within there and it also responds to the National Language Policies that are 

there … that all languages should be utilised fully in … hmm … not only in 

Higher Learning but other sectors of learning as well. 

 

Makhadzi contends that by being allowed to write her dissertation in isiXhosa, UCT had 

begun to implement its policy of promoting multilingual awareness and proficiency. 

Makhadzi stresses the point that in a small way UCT is attempting to actualise the use of 

African languages in the formal domain. She alludes to the point made in Table 2 about 

multilingual programmes at UCT. In a sense, Makhadzi‟s comments confirm that UCT is 

more honest in accepting the reality of an increasing number of EAL students in its student 

population.  

 

Makhadzi reports that her dissertation has the potential to influence the thinking of African 

language practitioners and scholars outside UCT. She reports that scholars were inspired by 

her research findings and impressed by the fact that she managed to write her MEd 

dissertation in isiXhosa. She uses her PL to express her experiences of a national research 

conference held at UNISA:   
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Enye into eyandikhuthazayo kulo nyaka uphelileyo sikuICASA bonke abantu 

bathi „Yho kudala lento siyinqwenela‟ ewe abantu bethetha besuka koUNISA 

… bonke nje besithi „Kudala lento siyinqwenela qha besingayibambi kakuhle 

singayenza njani ngoku UCT nisincedile nathi sizibona‟, zange bathi 

„Sibongile‟, bathi „UCT nisincedile ngoku sibona indawo yokungena‟ yilonto 

nam ndimbulela uProf. Young, ndiyayibulela ibodi yolwimi yaseUCT 

ibavumela abafundi babhale ngolwimi abafuna ukubhala ngalo, 

ndiyababulela ngezonto ezo banganeli kukuqulunqa nje umgaqo othi 

makusetyenziswe ulwimi „but‟ xa kufuneka mawenziwe. Ndiyabulela kakhulu.    

 

This quote illustrates the point that Makhadzi had to use isiXhosa in order to fulfil the goals 

of her research. But because there is a dearth of literature in African languages in the area of 

her academic enquiry, she had no choice but to use English in order to access information. 

Personally, I believe Makhadzi‟s experience could be used as a test case. It appears to have 

been a once-off inquiry because there has never been any other such case since her 

graduation. A more systematic approach is needed, similar to the BACELS programme 

offered at the University of Limpopo (see Table 2). 

 

As a university lecturer she uses English because it is the MoI. Similarly to Naledi and 

Nosizwe, Makhadzi shuttles between the formal and informal language contexts as both a 

student (researcher) and practising academic. In both contexts English is inevitably the 

functional language.  

 

Language preferences 

Because of the passion she has for both her PL and intellectualisation of African languages, 

Makhadzi prefers to use her PL in both the formal and informal language contexts. It should, 

however, be noted that Makhadzi is quick to demonstrate her preparedness for linguistic 

convergence whenever she encounters speakers she perceives as unable to converse in 

isiXhosa. As an example, she provided the following reasons as to why she agreed to give her 

interview for this research in English: 

 

And the reason for that, I speak isiXhosa and I assume the person interviewing 

me ... O bua Setswana ... SeVenda ... O bua isiXhosa hanyane, and I realised 

that okay I will do accommodation I will speak the universal language. Only 

to accommodate the person ...   
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This preparedness to strive for communicative convergence is also displayed by Naledi and 

Nosizwe in their interviews.  Similarly, staff and student respondents to the questionnaires 

also displayed such language behaviour. 

 

Generally Makhadzi shows throughout her interview that even though she prefers to use her 

PL, the language context within which she finds herself largely determines the language that 

she will have to use. In most instances such a language turns out to be English. Just as in 

Nosizwe‟s case, what would have been Makhadzi‟s language preferences are in fact her 

language behaviours. Her experience at the school in Crossroads, discussed in the section 

titled: „Language behaviours‟ below, corroborates this observation.  

 

Language behaviours 

As part of her research Makhadzi observed a teacher in a township school teaching 

mathematics in English to a Grade 7 class. Before teaching the actual content on fractions, 

the teacher had to address the language issue. The following points summarise what emerged 

during the lesson: 

(i) The teacher used a pizza as an example to provide a context for her lesson on fractions.  

(ii) It would appear most learners were unfamiliar with the example of a pizza and this 

impeded their comprehension of the lesson.  

(iii)Examples in the textbook were presented in English and learners struggled to understand 

them.  

Makhadzi reports that she suggested they rework the lesson and use isiXhosa instead of 

English. The idea was to improve the learners‟ comprehension of the lesson and academic 

performance. 

 

When isiXhosa was used Makhadzi reports that:  

(i) The learners were immediately responsive because they were familiar with isiXhosa.  

(ii) She and the teacher used examples such as „umbhako‟ (home baked bread) to illustrate 

the concept „iqhezu‟ (fraction) instead of a pizza (which learners were not familiar with).  

(iii)The Low-variety isiXhosa was used to scaffold knowledge, while the High-variety 

consolidated understanding through assessment (written test).  

 

According to Makhadzi the outcome of the approaches was: when learners were tested on 

fractions through the medium of English, half passed, but when isiXhosa was used there was 

Univ
ers

ity
 O

f C
ap

e T
ow

n 



135 

 

a 100% pass rate. According to Makhadzi, this result was not surprising because language 

proved to play an important role in the comprehension of concepts and enhances academic 

performance. In this respect she writes: 

 

Also what was evident for me was not about the fraction. It was how questions 

were asked, the language of asking questions. The language that is used to 

process or the language that is used to get to understand the concept. That 

was the language that was causing problems for learners.      

 

From this observation Makhadzi concludes that English acts as a barrier to knowledge for 

learners in this class. This could also be accounted for by the fact that English is an additional 

language for these EAL learners. Instruction words in mathematics such as „determine‟, 

„simplify‟ and „solve‟ can also present a challenge to an EAL learner. When a learner is given 

a fraction and asked to „simplify it‟ the first thing that comes to mind is to make things easy. 

In isiXhosa „simplify‟ means „kukwenza lula‟ (to make easy). The learner then gets confused 

because s/he can‟t see what it is that is supposed to be made easy. What s/he sees is a 

mathematical sum - nothing that is to be made easy. Another such problematic word for EAL 

students is „solve‟. For an EAL learner: „you solve something‟, usually an „ingxaki‟ (a 

problem). Makhadzi argues that EAL learners are sometimes baffled by the instruction „to 

solve‟ a mathematical sum because they can‟t see an „ingxaki‟ (a problem).  

 

Apart from lack of comprehension of instruction words, Makhadzi reports that EAL learners 

at this school did not understand the lesson when it was presented in English. She illustrates 

her point by referring to Nosiphiwo‟s classroom experience: 

 

…Then I said, „Tell me what did you understand?‟ Then she said, „Ja, I 

understood when the teacher was saying it‟... Then I said, „but apply this‟. 

Then she says, „but no I can‟t do it‟. And then we will do it all of us in a group 

and talk. We use isiXhosa, you know and I will be saying, „now when the 

teacher says multiply it only mean … all you do, you … u ya phinda-phinda, 

wakugqiba uku phinda-phinda la manani, wo ngeza (that‟s add) … wo ngeza 

uhundred (100) „after‟ wo ngeza uhundred, u thabathe utwenty (20) „then‟ 

bangaphi o x abashiyekileyo?‟... You multiply this number by this number add 

this particular number and then subtract. But all the conversation was in 

isiXhosa. It was … oh what do you do with xa uphinda-phinda? It only means 

ten plus ten plus another ten (10 + 10 + 10 + …) plus another ten. If it is ten 

times ten (10 x 10), „it is‟ abo ten abayi ten … 

 

Makhadzi concludes that EAL learners in Grade 7 should be taught through the medium of 

the PL in order to scaffold knowledge. In the quote above Makhadzi demonstrates how the 
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use of isiXhosa reinforced Nosiphiwo‟s understanding of what was taught in class. For 

instance, the teacher referred to multiplication and addition of numbers, which confused 

Nosiphiwo. Makhadzi then used isiXhosa to make things easy for Nosiphiwo – „uku phinda-

phinda la manani‟ means to multiple and „wo ngeza‟ means to add. With the isiXhosa 

explanation, Nosiphiwo understood. isiXhosa served the purpose of scaffolding knowledge 

for her. 

 

Makhadzi reports that Nosiphiwo‟s example prompted the teacher to use isiXhosa to the 

point that code-switching became the norm in the classroom. However, Makhadzi observes 

that as helpful as code-switching might be, it also has its downside. Learners in this class 

found code-switching frustrating in the sense that their notes were sometimes 

incomprehensible – certain terms would be written in isiXhosa while the rest of the 

information would be in „Xhosalised‟ English (or anglicised isiXhosa). According to 

Makhadzi one bright learner commented as follows: 

 

I wish she could just use isiXhosa, you know because when she moves between 

the two languages, while still trying to understand what she was saying in 

English, then she goes and uses isiXhosa … and I am just not knowing how to 

put this sentence together. If there was a situation where she would be 

systematic in using her language and just use isiXhosa, and if she realises that 

we haven‟t understood it then move to iEnglish, you know. 

 

The point Makhadzi is making here is that the learners determine their own language of 

learning. The teacher might use isiXhosa or even code-switch, but the learners will determine 

their preferred language of learning. Again, this corroborates the claim that language contexts 

determine language preferences and behaviours. However, it is also possible that language 

preferences could sometimes be personal rationalizations, which might influence language 

behaviours. The discussion of student responses to the questionnaire, and Naledi and 

Nosizwe‟s interviews, also indicated that language contexts influence language preferences 

and behaviours. 

 

Makhadzi further argues that their (herself and the primary school teacher) experience with 

Nosiphiwo made them realise that their approach in their lessons (i.e. what language and 

examples they should use, etc) depends largely on the language context(s) of their learners. 

To encourage responses from the learners they had to use examples from the learners‟ 
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everyday social experience and language use. She reports that this approach had a positive 

outcome: 

 

 As a result when the teacher would give them class work ... you realised that 

they were getting stronger in even coming out saying „I don‟t understand‟. 

They could identify where exactly they did not understand. And what it is that 

they do not understand. 

 

The point Makhadzi is making here is that effective teaching (and learning) will have to 

consider the influence of the social context (their PLs, culture and preferences) on the 

learners. It is important for teachers to realise that drawing on the learners‟ everyday 

language and social experience, facilitates learning and enhances understanding and meaning 

in the classroom.   

 

Conclusion 

The data show that Makhadzi uses isiXhosa in the formal context as a researcher. She does 

this for practical reasons – it is the language learners understand best. She and the teacher at 

the township school used isiXhosa in order to scaffold meaning for the learners. In her own 

research work Makhadzi shuttles between English and isiXhosa, primarily because of the 

dearth of literature in isiXhosa about the teaching of Mathematics. Like Nosizwe, she shows 

flexibility as far as convergence is concerned. In this respect, she uses English to ensure that 

there is communication between her and other EAL speakers not conversant with isiXhosa.  
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5.3.3 Interview of Nkosinathi 

Nkosinathi argues that the current student profile of UCT justifies the use of languages other 

than English in the learning and teaching process. The UCT student profile Nkosinathi is 

referring to concerns the increasing number of EAL speakers in the UCT student population. 

Nkosinathi is in favour of the possible implementation of symbolic and functional 

multilingualism in the formal language context at UCT. Table 2 shows some of the 

multilingual programmes currently offered at UCT. Throughout his interview Nkosinathi 

stresses advantages a multilingual speaker has in a multilingual society. He illustrates this 

claim through his personal experiences in both the formal and informal language contexts. 

This is a valuable point to make because, in the context of this study, it shows that being a 

multilingual speaker is a pragmatic way of dealing with linguistic diversity at a „previously‟ 

English monolingual university.   

 

Nkosinathi goes into great detail explaining that Afrikaans is an African language spoken not 

only by white „Afrikaner‟ South Africans, but by „African‟ language speakers and 

„Coloureds‟ as well. He argues that at UCT white Afrikaans-speaking colleagues show 

flexibility towards the learning of languages other than Afrikaans. However, he reports that 

native English-speaking colleagues do not display such flexibility. It is not as if Afrikaans-

speaking colleagues learn other languages (in this case English) because they want to, but 

rather because the context forces them to. English is the de facto language of South African 

society. Nkosinathi also states a well known fact the world over – that native speakers of 

English are notorious for not being keen to learn other languages. This attitude of native 

speakers of English has been reinforced by the fact that English has become a world 

language. As shown in other interviews in this study, Nkosinathi‟s language use and 

preferences are influenced by the language contexts he finds himself in.  

 

Language contexts 

In response to the question: „Which language or languages do you use at UCT to do your 

work as an academic?‟ Nkosinathi reports that he uses English for lecturing and both English 

and isiXhosa for research. He writes: 

 

 Primarily I use English ... But my research requires me to use Xhosa ... eh ... I 

... in my research work, move between English and Xhosa. I speak Xhosa ... I 

do a lot of the translation myself and then also interview people sometimes in 
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Xhosa depending on the context. That‟s the research end of my work. 

Classroom work, which is lecturing obviously the medium of communication is 

English. However on occasions ... students have come to me after class and 

then I use Xhosa and Afrikaans.   

 

Similarly to Makhadzi and Naledi, Nkosinathi reports that the context within which he finds 

himself determines the language he will use. Nkosinathi uses both English and isiXhosa, 

depending on who his interviewees are for his research work. Like Makhadzi, Nkosinathi 

shuttles between English and isiXhosa because of the nature of his research work. In the 

formal classroom context he uses English because it is the MoI. However, he indicates that 

EAL students sometimes prefer the use of their PLs in class because: „they can grasp the 

concept more easily in their mother tongue‟ (a point made by Naledi in her interview). He 

reports that he is quite comfortable in using either Afrikaans or isiXhosa in the classroom. 

According to Nkosinathi, the significance of the use of the PL of EAL students lies in the 

rapport between students and lecturer. If a lecturer is able to show „empathy‟ for EAL 

students they, in turn, identify with her/him (cf Cummins 2000). This is a significant point 

because it shows that the PL of EAL students could be used to scaffold knowledge and it also 

helps the student at an affective level - psychosocially.  

 

Even though Nkosinathi is in favour of the use of EAL students‟ PLs in the formal language 

context at UCT, he is quick to point out that this should not be interpreted to mean that 

English should not be used. He reports that an approach that advocates either for English or 

EAL students‟ PLs as MoI is defeatist and goes against nation building. Nkosinathi argues for 

a pragmatic approach in respect to language use in the classroom (Nosizwe also holds a 

similar position). He raises three critical points regarding effective use of language in the 

classroom:  

(i) Firstly, Nkosinathi agrees that key concepts in various disciplines are „expressed 

technically‟ in textbooks mostly written in English, but he argues that when the lecturer 

explains and unpacks „a concept s/he can move into the vernacular‟ (PL of EAL students). 

He goes on to say: 

 

… my view is that it also helps enormously … I can think of a number of 

instances where students have struggled with the concept and when we moved 

into the vernacular somehow doors opened … It does work!   

 

This statement alludes to the pedagogic benefits of the use of PLs of EAL students in class. It 

also indicates that code-switching, as Paxton (2007 & 2009) argues, has pedagogic relevance, 
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particularly for EAL university students. Even though incidents such as the one Nkosinathi 

refer to are isolated in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT, they constitute important attempts 

towards the practical promotion of multilingual proficiency in the formal classroom context. 

(ii) Secondly, Nkosinathi argues that although he often converses with his students in 

isiXhosa, for technical reasons he insists that they also learn to express themselves in English. 

He maintains that this will enable students to better articulate their ideas in the formal 

language context at UCT and elsewhere.  

(iii) Finally, Nkosinathi reports that he uses Afrikaans or isiXhosa in class to: „build bridges 

between ideas‟. These bridges are meant to facilitate understanding of concepts taught in 

class. In this context students are afforded an opportunity to draw on their PLs in order to 

understand what is being taught in class. Students learn effectively when they are allowed to 

shuttle between their PLs and the TL in class. This point is well illustrated in the BACELS 

programme offered at UL and in Nosiphiwo‟s example discussed in Makhadzi‟s interview 

above. 

 

Nkosinathi reports that he encourages EAL students who struggle with English to recognise 

the fact that acquiring skills in L2 is a process that needs perseverance. He insists on „oral 

communication‟ in his class. Nkosinathi argues that lecturers have the responsibility to create 

an enabling classroom environment for all students. Students should be made aware of the 

fact that there will be contexts, academically and/or in the world of work, that will require 

communication skills in English. Therefore communication in English is as important as 

communicating in their PLs. Nkosinathi is quick to point out that lecturers should be aware 

that there are situations where English could be used as a disempowering tool against those 

who are not proficient in it. He argues that such situations manifest as: „Baasmanskaap‟, 

which takes subtle forms such as: „facial expressions and giggles‟ in response to inarticulate 

inputs by EAL students. These are non-verbal cues that show disapproval. Sometimes these 

non-verbal cues are done unconsciously. Nkosinathi argues that this „Baasmanskaap‟ should 

be dealt with as it: „suggests that the lecturer thinks that they (EAL students) are stupid as 

opposed to just not being able to articulate something in the dominant language of the 

institutional classroom‟. What Nkosinathi is alluding to here is language attitudes that need to 

change in order to guarantee functional multilingualism at UCT, at least in the formal 

language context (in the classroom).  
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In response to the provision of UCT‟s Language Policy (1999 revised in 2003) on academic 

assessment, Nkosinathi commented that English is supposed to be the only language of 

academic assessment. However, in some departments this is not happening, as languages 

other than English are also used for purposes of assessment. In this respect he reports as 

follows: 

 

… a couple of years ago a colleague of mine approached me and said that he 

had an isiXhosa-speaking student and he thought that perhaps if she was 

given an opportunity to write in her mother tongue that she may be able to 

express herself better … would I be prepared to examine the essay? So I 

agreed on those grounds to do so … I think the point here is that there was an 

opportunity for a student to write in the vernacular … to write in the mother 

tongue.    

  

Nkosinathi argues that the approach of his colleague was innovative, in the sense that it 

afforded the student an opportunity to draw on her PL in order to express herself 

academically. This is similar to Makhadzi‟s suggestion that she and the primary 

schoolteacher teach and assess fractions in isiXhosa instead of English. Nkosinathi is of the 

view that what his colleague did should be emulated by fellow academics because the 

throughput rate at UCT increasingly suggests that PLs of EAL students be used for teaching 

and academic writing. Again, this is an isolated incident in the Faculty of Humanities, but it 

inspires hope that the use of PLs of EAL students is doable. What is needed in order to assist 

the process is human resource and capacity building. 

 

Nkosinathi reports that other institutions of higher learning in the Western Cape and 

elsewhere in South Africa allow for greater flexibility regarding: „the question of medium of 

communication in essays and in the classroom‟. But, in contrast, UCT has: „historically been 

quite rigid, because it is an „English campus‟, which maintains: „English as the dominant 

language‟ of teaching. Though Nkosinathi is opposed to UCT‟s English-only academic 

assessment policy, he argues that EAL students should: „learn the technical skills to be able 

to articulate their thoughts and argue in English‟. It is in the best interests of EAL students to 

be able to use English at Cummins' CALP level because it has international currency and is 

the language of commerce and international trade.  

 

Nkosinathi conceded that although the use of isiXhosa and Afrikaans alongside English in the 

formal domain are desirable, they could equally be problematic pragmatically. Without 

Univ
ers

ity
 O

f C
ap

e T
ow

n 



142 

 

providing details of the practical problems the use of isiXhosa and Afrikaans could cause 

when used alongside English, Nkosinathi reports that he has found a way around such 

problems. Symbolically, he uses quotes from any of the PLs of EAL students while lecturing 

in English. He adopts this approach in order to encourage maximum class participation. 

Nkosinathi reports that this approach advantages EAL students in class because they now 

have the upper hand over the rest of their classmates. They can relate the content of the 

lecture to their real-life experiences. In this respect Nkosinathi writes:  

 

Suddenly in that situation it is an advantage to be an Nguni speaker whereas 

normally they‟re always at a disadvantage because … they are not speaking 

in their mother tongue. So suddenly it‟s turning things upside down.   

 

One of the expressions Nkosinathi uses to encourage class participation is: „Umntu ngumntu 

nga banye abantu‟. Loosely translated into English it reads: „a person is a person through 

other people‟. Nkosinathi explains that when the concept „ubuntu‟ is rendered in English, it is 

poorly expressed. To this end Nkosinathi writes: 

 

… I think the original is rich, it has far greater meaning than the English 

translation … Nguni speakers immediately know what I am talking about and 

can talk about it in a fuller kind of meaning and context. So I think that it has 

layers of meaning whereas the very kind of surface superficial translation „a 

person is a person through other people‟, I think, does not capture the 

richness of the original concept … So I think there is a situation where 

English speakers in the classroom really wouldn‟t initially grasp the depth 

and the breadth of the concept, and even the English language I think doesn‟t 

lend itself to an equivalent of the concept whereas the vernacular would …       

 

Nkosinathi argues that the medium through which knowledge is transmitted is as important as 

the content of such knowledge. For Nkosinathi, the MoI can sometimes impede 

understanding of the content of lectures. In the quote above he points out that native „English 

speakers‟ are at a loss when he uses the isiXhosa expression: „Umntu ngumntu nga banye 

abantu‟, but that the Nguni speaking students will immediately understand what he is talking 

about. They will even get the deeper meaning of whatever he says. This, he argues, occurs 

simply because of the language being used in the lecture.  Both Nosizwe and Makhadzi share 

this view in their interviews. 
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Language Preferences 

According to Nkosinathi, an effective way of learning a language is to have the right attitude 

and exposure to conditions conducive for language learning (cf Spolsky 1989; Cohen 1998 

and Cummins 2000). His advice to people who aspire to learn L2 is: 

 

… for me my word of advice to people is … when you are acquiring 

vocabulary … try and master the vocabulary and associate it with a given 

context and that context particularly that you will have regular contact with. 

 

Nkosinathi confirms what Naledi, Nosizwe and Makhadzi observed in terms of language 

context. The language context in a sense determines an individual‟s attitude towards learning 

or acquiring a language. For Nkosinathi it is important to first understand the social context 

within which you are before you consciously learn L2. In his case he learnt isiXhosa because 

he immersed himself in an isiXhosa environment where both English and Afrikaans were not 

spoken. This context enabled him to learn isiXhosa even though it was an informal language 

learning context.  

 

When responding to questions accompanying the following statement: “The Task Team of 

the UCT working group suggests that resources should be allocated the promotion of UCT 

staff and students‟ proficiency in the official languages, that is, isiXhosa, Afrikaans and 

English. What do you think? Do you think it is something good?” Nkosinathi indicated that it 

is a good thing to promote the proficiency of both staff and students in the three languages 

used as official languages in the Western Cape Province. He believes that such an approach 

will go a long way towards affirming languages other than English. For him, this approach is 

an acknowledgement by UCT of its African location. In addition, it is UCT‟s realisation that 

multilingualism is a reality in South Africa and in the world. Nkosinathi‟s point is that the 

sooner we all embrace each other linguistically and culturally, the better. Nkosinathi also 

comments on language preferences and attitudes of speakers of the different language groups 

(i.e. African languages; English and Afrikaans) at UCT. He makes the following observation: 

 

 I think that there is also ... eh ... an arrogance I think among English-

speaking people and this campus is an English-speaking campus 

predominantly ... primarily and so I think there is a view that you know, 

English is the universal language therefore those who speak English as a 

mother tongue don‟t have to make an effort to ... eh ... eh ... learn other 

languages. I find generally that ... eh ... black African South Africans speak 

multiple languages and among my colleagues ... eh ... Afrikaans-speaking 

people, who come from Afrikaans families ... eh ... when they are on campus 
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they tend to speak English. And for them really ... multilingual or bilingual 

probably even sometimes more than that, and whereas I find that for my 

English-speaking colleagues they have a reluctance to learn or speak anything 

other than English ...  

 

Nkosinathi confirms what is a known phenomenon - that native speakers of English the world 

over are known for their reluctance to speak and learn other languages (see Tollefson 1991). 

He also confirms Bangeni & Kapp‟s (2005) observation that at UCT „Englishness‟ appears to 

be a problem for EAL students entering the university. As for speakers of African languages, 

Nkosinathi indicates that they speak „multiple languages‟. For Afrikaans speaking academics 

at UCT, Nkosinathi argues that they show preparedness to use English and other languages. 

He also argues that Afrikaans is an African language. Nkosinathi regards Afrikaans as an 

African language because: „Afrikaans is not spoken outside Africa as a mother tongue, 

though it has its origins in Dutch and/or German‟. He indicates that Afrikaans evolved in 

South Africa as „die kombuis taal‟ among workers in the Dutch households. Afrikaans is not 

only spoken as PL by white South Africans, but by the „Coloured people in the Western 

Cape‟ and elsewhere in South Africa. Nkosinathi is quick to point out that the problem with 

Afrikaans is its historical association with the erstwhile „Nationalist Party government‟ and 

its „oppressive apartheid ideology‟. He acknowledges that Afrikaans was used as a tool of the 

oppressor, but nevertheless he appeals to all South Africans: „to reinterpret Afrikaans as a 

language of the people‟, because a significant number of people in South Africa speak it as a: 

„mother tongue and they regard themselves as Africans‟. 

 

Nkosinathi reports that in the past there were efforts „to promote Afrikaans as an African 

language,‟ especially at the University of the Western Cape (UWC). Nkosinathi argues that 

the promotion of multilingual proficiency and awareness at UCT is a welcome initiative, 

particularly for „Afrikaans speaking people‟ because „Afrikaans as a language has an 

opportunity to redeem itself‟‟ and free itself from the stigma of the past. He appeals to native 

speakers of Afrikaans to make an effort to learn other languages, especially the indigenous 

African languages of South Africa. His point is: Afrikaans speakers are already bilingual 

(they use Afrikaans and English) so it should be possible for them to also learn another 

language. He supports multilingualism because: „... dit gaan eintlik oor die hele kwessie van 

nasie bou en verhoudinge tussen mense‟ – it is about relationships between people and nation 

building.   
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Nkosinathi also makes an interesting observation concerning language preferences of EAL 

speakers (both staff and students) at UCT. He argues that lecturers to whom English is an 

additional language prefer not to use their languages in the formal and informal language 

contexts on campus, particularly with EAL students. To this end he writes:    

 

Nantsi ke ingxaki enkulu, kukho ootitshala apha esikolweni, bayakwazi 

ukuthetha isiXhosa, Kodwa bayonqena ukuthetha isiXhosa ... Kodwa ke Ndiya 

bakhuthaza abanye ukuba bathethe isiXhosa kunye nabafundi ngakumbi 

abakwazi ukuthetha isiXhosa. Mabathethe kunye nabafundi eklasini ngamanye 

amaxesha xa bedibana nabo bathethe nabo ngabanye, „one-on-one basis‟, 

kunxono bathethe isiXhosa. Kodwa ke kukhona abanye abathetha isiZulu apha 

ekhampasini, iSetswana, iSesotho nezinye izilwimi. Nabo ndiyabakhuthaza 

ukuba bathethe kunye nabafundi xa bedibana nabo, bathethe ngezilwimi zabo. 

Kuba ke yindlela endibona sisiya ngayo ukukhula xa sisakha indlela e ya 

kwixesha elizayo ukwakha ikamve eliqaqambileyo xa siya ngolo hlobo …  

 

In this isiXhosa quote Nkosinathi indicates that lecturers who speak PLs of EAL students 

are reluctant to use isiXhosa or any other African language with EAL students during 

lectures and in informal language contexts (outside class). He encourages lecturers who are 

speakers of African languages (isiZulu, Setswana, Sesotho, etc) to use their PLs in class and 

on campus, with EAL students. He believes this is the way to go in order to achieve a truly 

multilingual society.     

 

Throughout his interview Nkosinathi argues that using PLs of EAL students in both the 

formal and informal language contexts has pedagogical benefits. However, he laments the 

fact that lecturers who are native speakers of African languages prefer not to use their PLs 

with EAL students in both the formal and informal language contexts at UCT. This 

observation raises sharply the issue of CALP skills of native African language speakers in 

their PLs. The CLP and ongoing research by PRAESA have, for instance, found that teachers 

in township (ex-DET) schools seem not to have gone beyond the BICS skills in the teaching 

of Mathematics and Physical Science using African languages. This is not surprising as these 

teachers were not trained to teach in African languages, but in English or Afrikaans. As the 

CLP has shown, the problem these teachers have is not that of terminology per se, but of the 

discourse of Mathematics and Science in African languages. In view of the picture sketched 

above, Nkosinathi adopts an advocacy approach to encourage his colleagues (native African 

language speakers in particular) to use their PLs with EAL students at every opportunity they 

get. Like Makhadzi, he shuttles between English and isiXhosa by choice (i.e. his research 
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work and passion to learn isiXhosa). Language contexts he finds himself in determine his 

language preferences and behaviours. In fact, his language preferences are his language 

behaviours. 

 

Language behaviours 

In social circles Nkosinathi communicates in isiXhosa and Afrikaans. However, he uses 

English in conversation with people who are challenged in either of these languages. 

Similarly to both Nosizwe and Makhadzi, Nkosinathi draws on Giles‟ Accommodation 

Theory to ensure effective communication with people not conversant with Afrikaans or 

isiXhosa. Although Nkosinathi is linguistically accommodating, he reports that he 

deliberately uses isiXhosa with a colleague on campus to affirm indigenous African 

languages. He also converses in isiXhosa with this colleague and with students for 

ideological reasons – „I think that it is part of this broader project to affirm our African 

identity and our African location in the form of language and communication‟. Unlike 

Nosizwe, Nkosinathi and his colleague do not teach each other any language as they are both 

conversant with isiXhosa and Afrikaans (Nkosinathi‟s PL is Afrikaans and his colleague‟s PL 

is isiXhosa). Theirs is to popularise the use of isiXhosa in both the formal and informal 

language contexts at UCT. In Nkosinathi‟s terms, this amounts: to „turning the status quo 

upside down even if it‟s only for a moment‟. 

 

Nkosinathi converses in Afrikaans with: „a certain Professor in Psychology‟. Again, the idea 

is to affirm Afrikaans as an African language and to increase its use in the formal and 

informal language contexts at UCT. When Nkosinathi says he and his colleagues use 

isiXhosa and Afrikaans for ideological reasons, he actually alludes to the need to challenge 

the tradition of using English almost exclusively in the formal language context at UCT 

(„Englishness‟ referred to by Bangeni & Kapp 2005). He advances the following argument to 

back his claims: 

 

I think that English … the reality is that in the market place English is the 

dominant   language. So I am not … I am not suggesting that English be done 

away with, but what I am saying is that at an ideological level, there are 

battles that I think need to be fought, battles do need to be fought. And one of 

the battles is at an ideological level … eh … is that language … eh … eh … like 

English has historically and I think continues to be used as a tool to … eh … eh 

… marginalize people, whereas I think this is the way to challenge that. The 
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whole debate about multilingualism I think is an important debate at an 

ideological level because it is about waging this … this war … 

 

Here, Nkosinathi argues that English has been used historically to marginalize those not 

proficient in it at UCT. The point he is making is that the use of other languages other than 

English in the formal language context at UCT, will help fight the tradition (or ideology of 

English hegemony) of English being the de facto language.  For Nkosinathi multilingualism 

is the ideal process to fight this English hegemony at UCT. Again, Nkosinathi uses the 

language of advocacy to register his displeasure with the dominance of English in the formal 

language contexts at UCT. The use of politically loaded concepts such as „ideology‟, „battles‟ 

and „waging war‟ corroborate the claim we are making here. 

 

In terms of actual classroom practice, Nkosinathi indicates that the manner in which PLs of 

EAL students will be used alongside English should depend on both the lecturer and students. 

His view is that there should be no „strict rules about how this should be done‟. He 

encourages flexibility and joint decision making between the lecturer and the students. In 

response to the question: „How should UCT support a member of staff in learning an African 

language?‟  Nkosinathi indicates that there is a need for formal training at a conversational 

level in isiXhosa or any other African language. In this respect he suggests short courses like: 

„isiXhosa for conversational purposes‟. He argues that African languages should not only be 

promoted in the formal language context, but suggests people should converse with each 

other in African languages at an informal social level, in order to facilitate multilingual 

awareness. Nkosinathi‟s focus is more on Cummins‟ BICS skills in the use of African 

languages. 

 

Nkosinathi argues that in his informal language context (i.e. at departmental level) there is 

interest in promoting multilingual awareness and proficiency. In this respect he writes: „I 

have a member of staff in my department who had previously expressed an interest in 

learning in conversations on a regular basis just different words‟. What this means is that the 

learning of African languages can occur informally among colleagues at departmental level. 

As Nkosinathi explains, in these informal language contexts, colleagues have the opportunity 

to learn to use African languages contextually. This is an indication that: „there are multiple 

strategies that can be used to promote indigenous languages and they need not all be formal‟. 

Staff members could be encouraged to explore various means to learn African languages. It 
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needs to be remembered that what Nkosinathi is suggesting is actually similar to what 

Nosizwe reported she had done with her Afrikaans-speaking colleagues. Nkosinathi‟s 

suggestion of formal courses for staff in African languages is already being implemented - 

MEP runs the „Masithethe isiXhosa‟ courses for both staff and students as a way of 

promoting multilingual awareness and proficiency at UCT.   

 

Like the other interviewees, Nkosinathi reports that the language context he finds himself in 

determines the language that he will use. Unlike Makhadzi, who uses English and isiXhosa in 

formal language contexts, Nkosinathi uses three languages (Afrikaans, English and isiXhosa). 

As an illustration of how he makes use of these languages, Nkosinathi reports:  

 

... Where I have been asked to speak formally then obviously what I would like 

to do then is use the language of that context. So there are times when I have 

written out an entire speech in Xhosa for example and then got someone to 

correct it, make sure that there aren‟t any really bad mistakes.   

 

This quote shows that the language context within which a language user operates determines 

the language that is to be used. In a sense, Nkosinathi‟s language preferences and behaviours 

are influenced by the language context within which he finds himself. 

  

Conclusion 

The data show that Nkosinathi uses isiXhosa, Afrikaans and English in the formal language 

context as a researcher and an academic. He uses English in the classroom because it is the 

MoI at UCT. However, he also uses isiXhosa and Afrikaans as a way to draw EAL students 

into his lectures. He uses these languages as a deliberate act to promote multilingual 

awareness and proficiency in both the formal and informal language contexts at UCT. At 

times Nkosinathi code-switches when he uses Afrikaans, English and isiXhosa (similarly 

Naledi code-switches between Sesotho and English in her interview). Both Nkosinathi and 

Naledi tend to code-switch, mainly in the informal language context (socially). Nkosinathi 

extends his code-switching to the classroom (the formal language context). Like both 

Nosizwe and Makhadzi, Nkosinathi shows flexibility as far as linguistic convergence is 

concerned. He uses English to ensure that there is communication between himself and 

people who might not be conversant with isiXhosa or Afrikaans.  
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5.3.4 Summary of Main Points for Interviews 

The discussion of the interviews shows that the language contexts of all interviewees 

influence their language use and choice. This pattern also emerged from both staff and 

student questionnaire responses.  

 

The interviews also show that English is used in the formal domain for practical reasons. The 

reality (context) is that English is used as MoI at UCT. All interviews reveal that African 

languages are mostly used in the informal language contexts, that is, at home and among 

friends on and off campus. The analysis of student questionnaires confirms this pattern of 

language behaviour.  

 

Again, the interviews confirm an important finding, namely that EAL students in the Faculty 

of Humanities at UCT operate in many languages most of the time. Examples from this study 

are the code-switching of Naledi; and Nosizwe‟s, Makhadzi‟s and Nkosinathi‟s shuttling 

between PLs of EAL students and English in their work as academics. The preparedness of 

Nosizwe, Makhadzi and Nkosinathi to learn and use PLs of EAL students and staff 

encourages functional multilingualism in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT. Questionnaire 

responses of staff indicate that respondents are willing to learn PLs of their EAL students. For 

instance, they agree that the English-only assessment policy should be changed to allow 

students to use their PLs in formal academic writing. Such findings from staff questionnaire 

responses support functional multilingualism.  

 

The data of the study show that respondents use English for instrumental rather than affective 

reasons. This is so because English is the functional language in South Africa. It is used as 

the MoI at UCT and in higher education, locally and globally. Finally, the interviews, just 

like both the student and staff questionnaires, show that language contexts influence language 

behaviours and preferences of the respondents. Which language one will use and how it is 

used depends to some degree on one‟s interlocutors.  
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5.4 Conclusion 

 

I analysed data gathered from questionnaires of both students and staff; and from 4 

interviews. The analyses of both questionnaire and interview responses are organised into 3 

headings, namely, language contexts; language preferences (attitudes) and language 

behaviours (use). Tables and figures were used to give a numerical summary of responses of 

students and staff to the questionnaires. Questionnaire responses that reveal similar concerns 

have been analysed together and cross-referencing forms the bedrock of this data analysis. 

Responses of EAL students were triangulated with those of staff and with data from the 

interviews. Both cross-referencing and triangulation helped to show that language context 

influences language behaviours. In addition, language preferences (attitudes) are sometimes 

determined by social factors and can in turn influence language behaviours.  

 

Responses of both staff and students to the questionnaires; and Naledi and Nosizwe‟s 

interviews, all reveal that English is the language of great influence. However, for Makhadzi 

and Nkosinathi benefits could be derived from shuttling between English and PLs of EAL 

students. They both argue that multilingual proficiency is not only desirable, but achievable 

in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT.   

 

The language attitudes and behaviours of Nosizwe, Makhadzi and Nkosinathi illustrate 

benefits of multilingual awareness and proficiency. But they should be seen for what they 

really are: isolated incidents that cannot be used to generalise on the entire UCT EAL student 

and staff populations. For purposes of this study, which is a snapshot (2004 – 2005), these 

attitudes and behaviours (code-switching, etc) are significant because at a micro level (in the 

classroom), they might have implications for the implementation of the UCT Language 

Policy and Plan in the Faculty of Humanities. 

 

The next chapter interprets the data analysed above and provides the basis for the conclusions 

and recommendations which follow in Chapter 7.  
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CHAPTER 6: INTERPRETATION OF DATA AND THEIR  

     SIGNIFICANCE 
 

6.1. Introduction 

 

This chapter gives an interpretation of the data presented in Chapter 5. It discusses EAL 

students‟ language contexts, language preferences and language behaviours, and their 

implications for the implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan. The findings 

from students‟ questionnaires are contrasted with those of staff. Findings from the 4 

interviews and information from participant observation has been used in order to add value 

to the interpretation of the data.  

 

Spolsky‟s General Theory of L2 Learning has been used in order to contextualise findings on 

language contexts and language preferences whereas other theories of other scholars like 

Cummins‟ BICS and CALP are used to interpret the findings on language behaviours. 

Language Policy documents have been used to contextualise and interpret language practices 

and language preferences presented in Chapter 5.  

 

6.2   From Multilingual to Monolingual Context 

 

The results of this study show that the language context of EAL students at home is different 

to their UCT language context, which is predominantly English. Since its establishment in 

1829, UCT has promoted the use of English in its institutional environment and in teaching 

and learning programmes. However, as indicated in Chapter 3, following the democratic 

changes of 1994, the university has adopted a trilingual language policy, which recognises 2 

other languages, namely, isiXhosa and Afrikaans as official languages. It is clear from this 

study that although UCT has adopted a trilingual policy, English continues to be the 

dominant language, especially in formal domains such as the classroom, where teaching and 

learning take place. The dominance of English in the formal domain results in what Bourdieu 

(1991) refers to as linguistic dispositions of EAL students‟ habitus. Their linguistic 

disposition denotes the way they are accustomed to using language at home. The linguistic 

context in the formal domain at UCT places strain on EAL students‟ use of their PLs on 

campus. In a sense, they are to use their PLs in a restricted manner. Coming from their home 
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context, where they use their PLs most of the time, and getting into a context of language use 

where „Englishness‟ prevails, is a challenge for EAL students to handle.   

 

However, despite this dominance of English, the study clearly shows that by enrolling more 

EAL students, UCT‟s student composition is gradually changing. Statistics show that 50% of 

students at UCT are Black and out of these, 35% have languages other than English as L1. 

Studies also show that students at UCT are linguistically diverse (Paxton 2007 & 2009; 

Bangeni & Kapp 2005 and Smith et al 2004). We could interpret this to mean that the 

Language Policy and Plan has negative implications for EAL students. This is so because the 

actual language of teaching, learning, writing and assessment at UCT is English, and not any 

other language. UCT‟s claim in its Language Policy and Plan – of promoting multilingual 

awareness and proficiency, is therefore misleading.  

 

In the UCT social context, the UCT Language Policy and Plan expresses the institutional 

ideology of Englishness, even though UCT has adopted a trilingual policy. The target 

language of EAL students in the UCT social context is obviously English. In the home 

context, the social context of EAL students will be their usual manner of using language 

(their habitus according to Bourdieu 1991). In the formal language domain, EAL students are 

supposed to engage in cognitively demanding tasks (CALP level). I should mention that even 

if EAL students were to use their PLs in the formal domain, they would have to do so at the 

CALP level. It is a known fact that PLs of EAL students are not developed to the level where 

they could be used for CALP tasks. 

 

Finally and most importantly, the UCT Language Plan (2003) particularly came about 

because of a directive from the then department of Education instructing all institutions of 

higher learning to draw up language plans outlining how they will promote multilingualism 

in their pedagogy and practice. Briefly, these are the reasons that led to the adoption of 

English, isiXhosa and Afrikaans as UCT‟s official functional languages reflected in its 

Language Policy and Plan. As for the LPHE (2002), it influenced UCT‟s trilingual policy in 

that it requires higher education institutions to promote multilingualism and, where 

practicable, use African languages in the formal domain, together with English and 

Afrikaans.  
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Based on the background information provided above, I make the following observations in 

relation to the UCT Language Policy and Plan: The weakness of the UCT Language Policy 

and Plan is that it does not seem to be responsive to the profile of its EAL students. 

Promoting only English, isiXhosa and Afrikaans (questionable as this might be) has the 

potential of alienating other EAL students to whom these languages are not PLs. Its strength, 

however, could be based on what is practical. English, isiXhosa and Afrikaans are languages 

commonly used in the immediate UCT environment. In addition, Statistics South Africa 

(2001) shows that 41,4% of persons in the Cape Unicity speak Afrikaans as L1 (Williams & 

Bekker 2008: 172). This evidence serves to explain UCT‟s decision to adopt the trilingual 

approach in its Language Plan and Policy. The Ministerial Committee Report (2005: 21) 

indirectly supports the trilingual approach adopted by UCT in its recommendation 48.3. It 

recommends that each higher education institution be pragmatic when selecting an African 

language(s) as MoI. It stresses the link or partnership with both English and Afrikaans. It also 

urges institutions to make choices and determine priorities such as concentration of speakers 

and students; and regional and locality-specific criteria. 

 

Because EAL students speak multiple languages, they come to UCT with varying degrees of 

multilingual proficiency. What this means is that these students do not necessarily need 

multilingual proficiency and awareness as they are already multilingual speakers and come 

from communities in the black townships and rural areas, where they use multiple languages 

as functional languages. They would invariably have a working knowledge of their PLs and 

an awareness of languages other than their PLs. As for the UCT Language Policy and Plan, it 

seems to be concerned with 3 main areas, namely: Language Development; Language 

practices; and Multilingual Proficiency and Awareness. On the one hand Language 

Development is more about guidelines for Faculties on how to help EAL students. On the 

other, Language Practices are more about encouraging students to use their PLs in the formal 

domain at UCT. I think Language Practices is the issue which directly applies to EAL 

students in this study. This is so because currently PLs of EAL students are not used in the 

formal domain at UCT. Even though the Language Policy and Plan encourages the use of PLs 

of EAL students in the formal domain, my concern is that the „Englishness‟ of UCT and the 

monolingual profile of most academic staff might militate against such a possibility. I think a 

lot of work still needs to be done in this regard. This one aspect will be a challenge to the 

implementation of the UCT Language Plan (2003), both in the short and long term.  
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UCT also seems not to tap into the multilingual expertise of its EAL students in order to 

promote functional multilingualism. If used, the multilingual expertise of EAL students could 

have benefits for UCT similar to the benefits derived by Nosizwe and Nkosinathi‟s 

approaches to language use with their colleagues and students respectively. In this respect, 

Paxton‟s (2009) study shows that code-switching, as used by EAL students, could have 

pedagogic implications at university level. Paxton (2009) also notes that code-switching 

enables students to explore ideas and concepts in a familiar environment. She concludes that: 

„the acquisition of new discipline-specific concepts can be better scaffolded by code-

switching and multilingual usage and that teaching methods that make effective use of code-

switching may allow richer understandings of difficult concepts‟ (Paxton 2009: 5). Code-

switching therefore has implications for the implementation of the UCT Language Policy and 

Plan, especially as regards learning and teaching. However, I argue that in terms of the 

development of academic skills, code-switching lags behind because it is effective at 

Cummins‟ BICS level, rather than at the CALP level of abstraction and academic language 

use and proficiency.      

 

6.3. Language Preferences  

As discussed in Chapter 2, language preferences of both EAL students and staff refer to their 

attitudes towards the languages used in their language contexts (formal and informal). The 

discussion in Chapter 2 showed that language attitudes of both EAL students and staff could 

determine their linguistic choices in the formal and informal domains, and vice versa. For 

instance, EAL students have a different reaction to that of staff on the trilingual policy 

suggested by the UCT Language Policy and Plan. The discussion that follows is an attempt to 

interpret the language attitudes of both EAL students and of staff in relation to what their 

language contexts offer. In discussing language attitudes, it will be unavoidable to refer to 

language behaviours. This is because attitudes have an evaluative quality and could involve 

emotive perceptions. Attitudes also refer to the instrumental value of language. For example, 

EAL students in this study are ambivalent towards English. This is a reflection of an attitude, 

because ambivalence is intrinsic. It involves personal perceptions about English. However, 

such perceptions manifest into language behaviours in particular contexts. My conclusion in 

this regard is that language attitudes can either encourage or discourage the language choices 

a person makes within a particular social environment. For me, language attitudes are 

circumstantial, transitory and very subjective.  
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6.3.1. The Trilingual Approach  

Results of this study show that staff members support the trilingual approach proposed in the 

UCT Language Policy and Plan. An acceptance of the trilingual approach by UCT staff in the 

Faculty of Humanities suggests an implied desire by staff towards integration. This could 

well mean staff have come to realise the need to develop their language proficiency in PLs of 

their students in order to be effective as eclectic lecturers and administrators. I argue that 

through their support for the trilingual approach, staff members are motivated to acquire at 

least a working knowledge of PLs of their EAL students. Research shows that this is a 

display of instrumental orientation towards L2 (De Klerk 1996; Moyo 2002; Heugh 2002; 

Steyn & van Zyl 2001). The benefits associated with the trilingual approach could involve 

opportunities for staff to communicate meaningfully with their EAL students. This is a 

positive implication for the implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan.  

 

EAL students surveyed in this study are divided on the trilingual approach. Those opposed to 

it hold this position because of the understanding that not all EAL students have isiXhosa as a 

PL. In addition, similarly to other African languages, isiXhosa does not have influence in 

academia or internationally. In other words, African languages have no instrumental appeal to 

this group of EAL students. Some scholars have also alluded to this fact (De Klerk 1996; 

Moyo 2002; Webb 2002). However, English does not only have instrumental appeal to EAL 

students, but appeals to most students (EAL and non-EAL) in higher education and beyond. 

In addition, English appeals to students because most academic literature is in English and 

assessment is also done through English. The reason is simply that English has symbolic 

capital as an international language (Bourdieu 1991). In the education system in South 

Africa, the symbolic capital of English translates into symbolic power, which makes English 

the de facto language. The foregoing argument proves that the attitude of EAL students 

opposed to the use of isiXhosa in the trilingual approach does not suggest tribal polarisation. 

The truth is that isiXhosa and PLs of these EAL students offers no economic opportunities in 

the job market, compared to English (locally and internationally) and perhaps also Afrikaans 

(locally).        

 

The other group of EAL students is positive towards the use of isiXhosa in UCT‟s trilingual 

approach. It could well be that as speakers of multiple languages, this group of EAL students 

has been exposed to isiXhosa as a PL or as one of the many languages they speak back home. 

It appears as if for them the issue is not proficiency in isiXhosa, but rather that English is no 
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longer the only language of communication in the formal domain. For them, isiXhosa is a 

shared code among EAL students. I conclude that their motives for accepting the trilingual 

proposal are integrative. Spolsky‟s General Theory of L2 learning helps us gain a better 

understanding of the link between attitudes and behaviours in a social context. Spolsky 

(1989: 131) explains the influence of the social context on L2 learning and use. Firstly, the 

social context plays a major role in developing in the L2 learner a set of attitudes towards TL, 

its speakers and the language-learning situation. Secondly, it determines the social provision 

of language learning situations and opportunities of various kinds. In brief, EAL students 

opposed to the use of isiXhosa in the trilingual approach are not motivated to learn through 

isiXhosa at university. These attitudes of EAL students have implications for the 

implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan. The fact that half of EAL students are 

indifferent to the use of isiXhosa means more work needs to be done. EAL students will have 

to be convinced that in current times, their PLs could be used as MoI or LoLTs at school 

level because they have cultural capital (Bourdieu 1991). Instead of the divided views of 

student respondents causing alarm, they should be viewed as an indication that African 

languages must be seen as part of the linguistic habitus in the UCT formal domain in the 

Faculty of Humanities. 

    

The results of this study show that EAL students surveyed favour the use of English in both 

the formal and informal context. English is seen as a prestigious language in the informal 

home context. In everyday use, English is reinforced as the language of social, economic and 

political power. In both electronic and print media, English is the preferred language. 

Generally, EAL students are socialised through the school system up to university level, with 

the understanding that English opens doors of opportunities. It should therefore not be 

surprising when English is favoured above other languages, even by EAL speakers. 

Generally, English is favoured for instrumental reasons and for being a prestigious language 

locally and internationally, as mentioned earlier.  

 

In this study, Nosizwe uses English for instrumental reasons – to: „put food on the table‟. For 

Naledi, however, English could not express her ideas clearly. Hence, she answered question 

14 of the student questionnaire in Sesotho. Evidence also shows that Naledi adopted this 

approach for another reason. She doubted her proficiency in English and as such used her PL 

to express herself instead. These different language preferences could easily be explained 

using both Spolsky (1989) and Ridge (2001). In this respect, Spolsky (2004: 217) argues that: 
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„the way people speak ... and the way they think other people should speak may regularly 

differ‟. This means in a language context people will always display different language 

behaviours because of their differing language attitudes and expectations. For Ridge (2001: 

17), Language users have different preferences to those a policy prescribes. Even though the 

UCT Language Policy and Plan promotes English as the default language, language users 

could still use their PLs, as Naledi did in her interview. These language preferences have a 

positive implication for the implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan, precisely 

because the UCT Language Policy and Plan proposes a trilingual approach, where English, 

isiXhosa and Afrikaans are functional languages at UCT. 

   

The data show that both EAL students and staff continually negotiate their identities in the 

UCT language milieu. A case in point is the ambivalence of EAL students towards the use of 

English, particularly in formal domains. In some instances, EAL students hold the view that 

English opens doors to opportunities because of its instrumental value. They articulate the 

enabling power of English on UCT campuses and beyond. However, in some instances EAL 

students argue that English is not the only influential language in the world. There are 

contexts where English will be „powerless‟ communicatively speaking. For instance, students 

in Social Development who might do research in a rural area or on a heritage site where the 

inhabitants of the area are not conversant in English, will have to use the PL of the 

inhabitants. In this context, the PL of the inhabitants will have more instrumental value than, 

say, English. This is so because to access information for their research, these students will 

have to interview the inhabitants in their own language(s). The ambivalence of EAL students 

towards English suggests to me that there are contexts which are conducive for the use of 

English, while others are conducive for the use of PLs of EAL students.  

 

On another level, EAL students are ambivalent to the use of English because of their lack of 

proficiency in English. The fear of making mistakes in spoken English sometimes accounts 

for the ambivalence of EAL students towards English.  In the informal domain, EAL students 

use English because it is a prestigious language. However, in the formal domain, it is the MoI 

and they sometimes find it difficult. This tension between the two contexts tends to frustrate 

EAL students. In the Faculty of Humanities, EAL students display this ambivalence and, as 

such, their language behaviours would sometimes indicate negativity towards English. Such 

negativity, in my view, is an acknowledgement of lack of proficiency in English on the part 

of these EAL students. Language behaviours, such as the ambivalence of EAL students 
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towards English, have implications for the implementation of the UCT Language Policy and 

Plan. 

  

The language behaviours discussed above go a long way towards showing that university 

language policies should bring about change in teaching and learning practices (LPHE 2002 

and Verhoef & Venter 2008), particularly regarding the MoI and language of academic 

assessment. My view is that different people learn L2 for various reasons, and their 

proficiency in L2 depends on their use of it (see Cohen 1998). Furthermore, teaching and 

learning L2 is a dynamic and contextual process. Recognising this fact, different academic 

institutions have adopted different approaches to teaching and learning, particularly in 

relation to the MoI and use of PLs of EAL students in class. 

 

As mentioned in the discussion in language contexts above, EAL students come to UCT with 

a reasonable degree of multilingual proficiency. I make this assumption because EAL 

students are multilingual speakers. They come from communities where multiple African 

languages are used as functional languages. However, the same assumption cannot be made 

for staff. At the time this study commenced (2004 – 2005), the majority of staff in the Faculty 

of Humanities was white, male and mostly monolingual (L1 speakers of English).  

 

Staff surveyed in the Faculty of Humanities was positive towards institutional support for 

staff learning an African language. Respondents suggested that the university should organise 

and subsidise short courses in African languages. These courses are to assume the format of 

on-the-job training courses that will form part of the staff member‟s service conditions. 

Linking such courses to their tenure shows the level of enthusiasm and commitment of staff 

towards the use of African languages in the formal domain. I should mention that what staff 

suggested in their responses is being implemented by MEP. MEP runs the „Masithethe 

isiXhosa‟ short communicative course for both staff and students across campus. The positive 

response of staff and students to the „Masithethe isiXhosa‟ courses, show that staff are indeed 

committed to learning African languages as part of UCT‟s drive towards the realisation of 

multilingual awareness and proficiency among staff and students.  

 

Observations discussed above have positive implications for the implementation of the UCT 

Language Policy and Plan in that they all are skewed towards multilingual awareness.  
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6.3.2. Language of Assessment  

EAL students agree that English should be retained as the language of assessment in the 

Faculty of Humanities. This selected group of EAL students appear to embrace English as 

their functional language at UCT. They have accepted English for instrumental reasons. They 

therefore prefer the status quo to remain. However, the majority of staff are opposed to the 

English-only academic assessment practice at UCT. Their argument is based on the need to 

promote multilingualism on campus. Furthermore, their argument is backed by UCT 

admission figures, which show an increase in the enrolment of EAL students. In the light of 

this increase in enrolment numbers, it is reasonable for staff to argue that the UCT Language 

Policy and Plan should encourage the use of PLs of EAL students for assessment purposes. 

This difference of opinion between staff and students on the language of assessment might 

mean that expectations of EAL students and those of staff regarding language of assessment 

differ. Implementers of the UCT Language Policy and Plan will have to contend with this 

challenge. The other issue to consider is that the Faculty of Humanities does not comprise 

only of EAL students. This, therefore, means policy cannot just be tailor-made for this 

selected group of students. Policy is usually in line with the mission and vision of an 

institution. It manages and seeks to influence the behaviours of the majority of an 

institution‟s stakeholders.   

 

6.4. Language Behaviours  

 

In this study, language behaviours of the respondents denote their language practices in the 

various social contexts within which they shuttle. Both EAL students and staff display 

language behaviours in the formal and informal language contexts. 

 

6.4.1. Academic Language Proficiency  

In terms of academic performance in class, EAL students are not at the same level as their L1 

English speakers in terms of information processing. What this means is that EAL students 

first have to process information in PL, then translate it into English in order to make sense of 

the content of the lecture. The implication is that EAL students take longer to understand the 

content of their lectures. Sometimes they are completely lost because of the problems of 

equivalents in their PLs for English.  Condition 7 of Spolsky‟s General Theory of L2 

Learning helps explain the linguistic situation of EAL students in this study. Condition 7 

stresses the development of academic language skills of the L2 learner or user. In Cummins‟ 
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terms, this will be the same as CALP, which requires language learners to manipulate surface 

features of language beyond interpersonal contexts.  

 

The discussion on the duality of language and academic proficiency in Chapter 2 shows the 

relationship between academic language proficiency and academic achievement. It further 

shows that if the language used for academic proficiency is not the same as the learner‟s PL, 

this will place great demand on learners when they have to draw on their academic language 

skills, because the MoI is not their PL. The result is non-participation in class discussions. 

EAL students are afraid their proficiency in English is not up to the required standard. 

Drawing on Bialystok (1991), this classroom situation could be explained. Bialystok (1991) 

observes that a distinction should be made between language proficiency in L1 and L2 when 

it comes to cognitively demanding academic tasks. She writes: „second-language problems 

are depicted as demanding higher levels of skills than comparable problems in a first 

language because the demands placed upon performance for speakers in  a second language 

are more taxing than those imposed for speakers carrying out the same function in a first 

language‟ (Bialystok 1991: 123). To encourage EAL students to participate in class 

discussions, lecturers need to be aware of the language proficiency challenges their EAL 

students have to face almost on a daily basis. The implication this will have on classroom 

practice is illustrated in Nkosinathi‟s interview. He sometimes uses examples in PLs of EAL 

students (see discussion in 6.4.2. below). Practically, this means lecturers will have to learn 

African languages or, in the short term, use other EAL students as a resource in class to 

mediate meaning (through translation and interpreting). This is the real test for the 

implementation of multilingual awareness and proficiency in the classroom domain in the 

Faculty of Humanities at UCT.   

 

6.4.2. Shuttling between English and PLs 

EAL students display a willingness to vacillate between the use of their PLs and English. 

They mostly use their PLs at home because of their habitus (Bourdieu 1991) and social 

influence. They shift to English as and when necessary, or code-switch while communicating 

with fellow EAL students. Spolsky‟s Condition 48: Linguistic Convergence condition of his 

General Theory of L2 learning could be linked to this theme in that it describes a language-

learning situation where an L2 speaker learns TL because of a desire for social approval of 

speakers of TL. This condition depicts an L2 speaker with a positive disposition towards TL. 

Because the context within which language is used is a determining factor of the language 
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behaviour of, say, an EAL user, I argue that one of the innovations of the LDG to encourage 

EAL students to write academic essays or tasks in their PLs be encouraged. This is a positive 

implication for the implementation of one of the goals of the UCT Language Plan (2003), 

which encourages systematising the use of EAL students‟ PLs in academic discourse. Once 

EAL students are able to use their PLs in academic discourse, their participation in class 

discussions and throughput might improve.  

 

The interviews show that the use of EAL students‟ PLs enhances their confidence and 

encourages their participation in class. When afforded an opportunity to code-switch in class, 

EAL students immediately become active participants. One of the interviewees illustrates the 

effectiveness of this approach in his teaching by using the isiXhosa expression: „Umntu 

ngumntu nga banye abantu‟ (a person is a person through other people). Nguni-speaking 

(isiXhosa; isiZulu and isiNdebele) EAL students suddenly have the upper hand over their 

classmates because they are able to relate to this expression on more than one level of 

meaning. Firstly, to them this is an idiomatic expression, which suggests humans should co-

exist and enrich one another. Secondly, they are able to interpret its meaning in relation to the 

context within which it is used. Lastly, because of this richness in understanding, EAL 

students are able to respond meaningfully through their PLs and enrich the class discussion 

through their insights into issues raised.  

 

The findings of this study also show that EAL students use code-switching in some contexts. 

As some respondents indicate, code-switching provides an opportunity for EAL students to 

shuttle between languages and express themselves in their PLs without censure. In the 

interviews, this partly accounts for Naledi‟s code-switching. Generally, respondents prefer to 

code-switch in informal language contexts where they are comfortable with their 

interlocutor(s). It means code-switching and the use of the PLs of EAL students will have to 

be considered for pedagogic purposes. In the short term code-switching could be used to 

achieve additive bilingualism that will ultimately lead to multilingualism. When code-

switching, EAL students and staff will be acquiring proficiency in the TL because they will 

also use their PLs. Difficult concepts will be understood more easily than would otherwise 

have been the case. The use of bilingual concept glossaries will also be of assistance in 

ensuring that multilingual awareness and proficiency flourishes in the Faculty of Humanities 

at UCT (Paxton 2009: 4).   
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The language behaviours of respondents, including those of the interviewees, suggest a link 

between language and identity. The majority of respondents alluded to the fact that they feel 

more comfortable when they use their PLs and code-switch. Using their PLs affirms their 

cultural identity. The interconnectedness of language and identity has implications for the 

implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan.  

 

The use of code-switching in class does not suggest English be abandoned as MoI at 

university level. It is one way of showing that when other languages are used in class 

alongside English, English could be made to play an empowering role. English will be 

empowering in that EAL students can then interpret their understanding to the rest of the 

class through English after they have been formally afforded an opportunity to first 

understand it in their PLs. Currently, English is used as the sole language of teaching. The 

truth, however, is that EAL students use both English and their PLs in the classroom. They 

use their PLs as languages of learning, while English is the language of teaching. As 

discussed earlier, EAL students first have to process information in their PLs and then 

translate it into English. Using English as the only language of teaching is disempowering for 

EAL students, particularly because of language processing and the English proficiency issue. 

Scholars have also argued that English should play an empowering instead of disempowering 

role in a transforming education system (Thesen 2006; Young 2005; Parmigiani 2005).  

 

In conclusion, the advantage of code-switching lies in it drawing on the knowledge of EAL 

students, who are multiple speakers of African languages. However, I should caution that 

code-switching should be seen as an intermediate measure, and not as a lasting solution for 

introducing African languages in class. This is because code-switching operates at Cummins‟ 

BICS language proficiency level. Code-switching operates at this level because much still 

needs to be done in African languages before they could reach Cummins‟ CALP language 

proficiency level. Code-switching only addresses the communicative aspects of language use, 

not the cognitive academic language proficiency aspects. I should state that what is needed in 

academic discourse is more than just basic interpersonal communication skills in the PL. 

High levels of linguistic abstraction and cognitive academic skills are required. With code-

switching using PLs of EAL students, the latter skills do not manifest. 
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6.5. Multilingual Awareness and Proficiency 

 

So far, this study shows that all languages, including English, are effective only for as long as 

the context within which they are used allows. What this means is there will be contexts that 

will render even influential languages such as English ineffective, communicatively speaking. 

For instance, the English equivalent of: „Umntu ngumntu nga banye abantu‟ – „a person is a 

person through other people‟ does not capture the richness of the original concept of 

„ubuntu‟. It in fact shows that translation can be superficial and not contextual. What we have 

just explained is the essence of multilingual awareness. Being able to know that our own PLs 

could have limitations in relation to equivalents in other languages is a positive step towards 

the realisation of true multilingualism. As discussed in Chapter 2 Cummins‟ framework also 

helps us understand the relationship between language proficiency and academic 

achievement. It serves the purpose of clarifying the point that proficiency in L1 does not 

mean automatic proficiency in L2. Proficiency in languages other than one‟s PL is a positive 

approach towards language learning and teaching. It is a way of mediating meaning and 

encouraging participation in the academic discourse at institutions of higher learning, like in 

the Faculty of Humanities at UCT.  

 

Though Dr Levin, a Cape Town paediatrician, is not a respondent in this study, his language 

learning experience typifies a classical example of the positive effects of the combination of 

the formal and informal conversational approach to L2 learning and use. His experience of 

learning isiXhosa illustrates the value and benefits of multilingualism in the workplace. As an 

L2 isiXhosa learner (an English L1 speaker), he initially had trouble when communicating 

with both his patients and the nurses who would, from time to time, assist him with 

interpretation for his patients. In this respect, he writes: 

 

I found it quite difficult to work, so in trying to learn Xhosa I insisted that the 

nurses speak only Xhosa to me. I did most of my history taking and 

counselling in Xhosa, but I realised later on that despite being able to speak 

the language there were still issues with words being used differently (Sunday 

Times 2005: 13). 

 

Dr Levin discovered through informal conversations in isiXhosa: „that in some cases doctors 

and patients took particular Xhosa words to mean different things‟ (Sunday Times 2005: 13). 

This made him realise that the context within which a language is used, is as important as its 
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content. Informal conversations provide the much-needed contextual understanding of some 

of the concepts used in African indigenous languages. The point we are making here is that: 

the language context determines behaviours of language users and could influence attitudes 

of speakers towards the language(s) used. Dr Levin‟s situation also shows that the language 

one will use not only depends on the context and one‟s language preferences, but on the 

interlocutor as well. This suggests that in order to communicate effectively, language users 

should be eclectic, just like Nkosinathi. In this respect, Spolsky (1989: 15) suggests that there 

are various ways of learning and teaching a language. However, not all these ways work with 

all learners in all contexts. Teachers will have to be innovative and flexible to their students‟ 

needs and be responsive to differing language contexts.  

 

In this study both Nosizwe and Makhadzi used the eclectic approach alluded to by Spolsky 

(1989). Nosizwe taught her Afrikaans speaking colleagues isiXhosa and in turn learnt 

Afrikaans. Patterns emerging from Makhadzi‟s research findings are similar to those of 

research conducted among EAL university students. As an example, the data of Paxton‟s 

(2007: 63) study illustrate: „how important it is for multilingual students to explore their ideas 

in their primary languages‟ and shows: „that learning is restricted when it is limited to the use 

of the second language only‟. In Makhadzi‟s case, when she used the pizza example to 

explain fractions to her EAL schoolchildren, they could not understand. Nevertheless, after 

she used umbhako (home baked bread) a term from their PL, the children understood the 

concept much easier. This is evidence that using EAL students‟ PLs in the formal domain 

could enable them to access knowledge. The use of the PLs scaffolds meaning and 

understanding of difficult concepts.  

 

In his lectures, Nkosinathi implements recommendations of the UCT Language Plan (2003). 

One such recommendation is to encourage a systematic and mainstreamed approach to the 

use of the PLs of EAL students in class. The PLs of EAL students are used as scaffolding to 

clarify ideas and concepts to students. Nkosinathi‟s use of the isiXhosa quote does exactly 

this. His approach to teaching shows that the linguistic diversity of EAL students is an asset 

to the university. I conclude that eclecticism could help promote additive bilingualism in the 

Faculty of Humanities at UCT. This will imply lecturers should be open to new proposals and 

be flexible to the needs of their students. The work of LDG and findings of studies such as 

Paxton‟s (2009) show that higher education needs eclectic academics who see their EAL 

students as a resource, which could be utilised to explore the richness of phenomena such as 
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code-switching in the lecture room. A final point to make about language use of EAL 

students in general is translanguaging. EAL students translanguage by shuttling along a 

continuum of multiple languages they are exposed to. Again, studies such as Paxton (2007 & 

2009) support the shuttling of EAL students occurring in the formal language domain.   

 

6.6. Summary of Main Points of Chapter 

 

In this chapter, I have argued that there is evidence emerging from this study regarding the 

occurrence of multilingualism within the Faculty of Humanities at UCT. EAL students and 

their interlocutors (staff) use their PLs for social communication and informal face-to-face 

interactions. In the formal domain, except for academics in African languages, CALLSSA, 

CHED and PRAESA, academic staff members generally communicate in English with EAL 

students and among themselves. This study has also shown that EAL students are flexible 

when it comes to the use of their PLs. They are prepared to accommodate language users who 

are unable to communicate to them in their PLs. For me, the following language behaviours 

and preferences stand out:  

6.6.1. EAL speakers shuttle between their PLs and English. They mostly use their PLs at 

home and shift to English as and when necessary, or code-switch while 

communicating with fellow EAL students. These language behaviours could be 

contextualised using Spolsky‟s Condition 48: The Linguistic Convergence condition. 

EAL speakers accommodate other language users by making their speech similar to 

theirs in order to facilitate cohesiveness. I think this is a positive attitude of EAL 

speakers within the Faculty of Humanities at UCT. Linguistic convergence could be 

used in class to change the attitude of all students. This could be achieved by allowing 

EAL students to code-switch in class discussions and to translate information from 

English to their PLs and vice versa. For me, this will be actualising multilingual 

awareness and practice in the classroom.   

6.6.2. The following practices all reveal that the successful implementation of the UCT   

Language Policy and Plan is dependent upon the positive attitude of all language 

users:  

 6.6.2.1 The work of MEP established in 2005 

6.6.2.2 The utilisation of EAL students‟ PLs during consultation sessions in the 

Writing Centre  
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6.6.2.3 The collaborative efforts of the Department of African languages in teaching 

African languages to students in the Faculties of Engineering and Health 

Sciences at UCT. 

My interpretation of these language practices is that under the current social context 

dominated by English, UCT is in a small way attempting to transform its habitus 

(Bourdieu 1991) and recognise the cultural capital of PLs of EAL students and those 

on the margins of society. For me this is part of language management, meant to 

influence language behaviours and attitudes, without being prescriptive. It is a bottom 

up approach towards language planning, a process with which I strongly identify.    

6.6.3. Code-switching could be a pedagogic tool used to enhance concept formation in the 

PL of EAL students and improve language development in the short term. In the long 

term, CALP skills in PLs of EAL students will have to be developed, in order to 

enhance language practices and harness multilingual proficiency and awareness in the 

Faculty of Humanities (see Paxton 2009). I argue that code-switching should be seen 

as a resource that could be drawn on as and when necessary, particularly when it 

relates to scaffolding meaning and facilitating communicative competence in the 

classroom. It should not be seen as a replacement for the actual development of PLs 

of EAL students as MoI. Such a development will help to take the use of PLs of EAL 

students to the CALP level. I do not agree with scholars who see code-switching as a 

permanent feature in the classroom. It needs to be remembered that code-switching 

uses the everyday low variety dialects of PLs of EAL students. Academic discourse 

requires language at a higher level than this (Bourdieu 1991; Cummins 2000; Spolsky 

2004). As discussed in Chapter 5, staff, as well as EAL students, translanguage in the 

classroom. They engage in multiple discursive practices, (Garcia 2009) which do 

more than code-switching. EAL students can speak in their PL, while the writing task 

occurs in English. This is particularly true for EAL students, who play the role of 

translators or interpreters in class. I argue that translanguaging as used by Garcia 

(2009) should, in the long term, replace code-switching in class. 
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6.7. Conclusion    

 

In conclusion, it is clear from the discussions that the implementation of the UCT Language 

Policy and Plan will be effective if driven by eclectic academics and language users in the 

Faculty of Humanities. Evidence from this and similar studies show that the context, within 

which language users are at a particular time, will influence their behaviour and choice of 

language. For instance, in some domains EAL students prefer to use English, while in others 

they opt for a combination of English and their PLs. Among friends, EAL students code-

switch, while in class discussions they do not participate because they doubt their proficiency 

in English. These language behaviours are indicative of the influence of both the context of 

language use and interlocutors of EAL university students.  

 

Evidence from this study further reveals that what respondents claim to do with language is 

not, in fact, what they actually do with it. Their language preferences are sometimes at odds 

with their language behaviours. For instance, during the participant observation, I 

encountered EAL students who claimed that they preferred using their PLs with friends. 

However, what I found was that this was not always the case. These students will sometimes 

converse with each other entirely in English. What became clear to me was that, because of 

lack of equivalent concepts in their PLs for some technical English concepts, EAL students 

switched almost automatically to English, to avoid confusion. This is an example of how 

practical language use could force language users to opt for a language other than the one 

they would normally prefer. This factor made triangulation necessary in this study. Language 

behaviours of EAL students were triangulated with those of staff and the 4 interviewees.  

 

The final chapter of this dissertation provides conclusions of this study. It also gives 

recommendations for further investigation regarding language preferences and contexts in 

relation to language development, language practices and multilingual proficiency and 

awareness in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT.  
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

7.1. Introduction 
 

This study is a snapshot taken between 2004 and 2005.  It captures language contexts, 

language preferences and language behaviours of EAL students and of staff in the Faculty of 

Humanities at UCT. It explores the implications of these language contexts, preferences and 

behaviours for the implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan. The rationale for 

conducting this research is to gain an understanding of such implications towards the 

implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan.   

 

The literature review shows that attitudes are not static and, as a result, need continued 

evaluation. Because this study analyzes attitudes observed during a particular period, I 

acknowledge the possibility of a changed landscape by the time its findings are published. 

Furthermore, ongoing work of MEP on glossaries and research conducted by the LDG in 

relation to concept formulation using PLs of EAL students adds to this possibility.   

  

7.2. Summary of Findings 
 

The following is a summary of the main findings of this study: 

7.2.1. The language context in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT is predominantly English. 

The dominance of English is also due to the fact that 70% of staff at UCT is English. 

Thus, English is used in the classroom both for general communication purposes and 

for engaging in academic discourse. All these factors suggest that the language 

context in the Faculty of Humanities does not easily lend itself to the implementation 

of multilingualism. In addition, such a context clearly has negative implications for 

the implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan, in the sense that the 

language policy and plan is concerned with promoting multilingual awareness and 

proficiency.  

7.2.2. The UCT language context is in sharp contrast to EAL students‟ home contexts, 

which promote the use of multiple languages. In this language context, PLs of EAL 

students are dominant. Unlike the UCT language context, the home language context 

allows EAL students to practise multilingualism. The implication for the 

implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan is again negative – EAL 
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students come to UCT already as multilingual speakers of the different African 

languages. They are thus well placed to assist the drive towards multilingual 

awareness and proficiency in the Faculty of Humanities, but are not afforded the 

opportunity to do so. 

7.2.3. By allowing a Masters Dissertation to be systematically supervised, written and 

assessed in isiXhosa, the Faculty of Humanities succeeded in implementing the UCT 

Language Policy and Plan. The dissertation is available to EAL students, staff and 

researchers at UCT and beyond. This is a positive development for the promotion of 

multilingual awareness and proficiency in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT.   

7.2.4. EAL students are ambivalent to both English and their PLs. Their ambivalence 

towards English arises out of their appreciation for the instrumental benefits of 

English as the language of commerce, social functionality and international capital. 

However, they are still not prepared to shift from their PLs, preferring to use these 

when interacting with members of their families, friends and communities at home 

and on campus. Their ambivalence towards their PLs comes about because of the 

comparison they make with English. They rationalise that their PLs are not developed 

enough to be used as MoI. EAL students reckon that, unlike English, their PLs do not 

have international influence. They mainly use their PLs for integrative purposes and 

English for instrumental reasons. Implications of this ambivalence for the 

implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan are generally positive. It means 

with the use of many languages, EAL students will be able to use English for 

instrumental reasons and their PLs for integrative purposes. In a sense Spolsky‟s 

Condition 48 of linguistic convergence discussed in Chapter 2 will benefit both EAL 

students and other language users in the Faculty of Humanities. Language practices at 

the micro-level (classroom) will encourage linguistic convergence. 

7.2.5. Currently, language behaviours of EAL students in the classroom reveal that they 

shuttle between languages. Their language of learning is for instance, not the same as 

the language of teaching. In addition, their passive participation in class indicates that 

they generally feel marginalised in the classroom. They feel so because of the 

Englishness of the university and their lack of proficiency in English as the MoI. To 

cope in this context they generally use code-switching as a solidarity code among 

themselves. Because of their English proficiency problem they tend not to participate 

fully in the discourse of the classroom. As discussed in Chapter 5, EAL students will 

raise issues among themselves outside class or as Naledi indicated in her interview, 
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they will go to see the lecturer privately. These language behaviours have 

implications for classroom pedagogy and implementation of the Language Policy and 

Plan in general. In the first instance the throughput of EAL students might be 

negatively affected and secondly, linguistic and cultural integration in the classroom 

will be negatively affected.           

7.2.6. The study shows that staff welcome the idea of using PLs of EAL students for 

assessment purposes. The growing enrolment figures of EAL students and the 

effectiveness of Academic Development programmes in improving throughput rates 

of EAL students motivate staff to adopt this approach. In contrast, EAL students 

reject the use of 3 languages (Afrikaans, English and isiXhosa) in teaching and 

assessment. This difference in attitude between EAL students and staff towards the 

language of assessment and teaching has implications for the implementation of the 

UCT Language Policy and Plan. This might mean that implementers of the language 

policy and plan will have to assess reasons that motivate the attitude of both parties. 

For me what are at stake are perceptions held by both staff and students regarding 

language practices and pedagogy. Staff is in favour of linguistic integration, while 

students are concerned about shortcomings of their languages in relation to English. 

The implication for the implementation of the Language Policy and Plan is positive. 

However, there is a challenge that will need dialogue so as to strive for common 

ground. This is more an issue of practicality than anything else. 

7.2.7. On the one hand, the shuttling of EAL students between the formal and informal 

language contexts affords them an opportunity to work in more than one language, 

thus translanguaging becomes their strong linguistic attribute. On the other, staff 

members‟ interest in on-the-job short communicative courses in PLs of EAL students, 

and their appeal for support for members of staff interested in such courses, shows 

that there is a positive spirit regarding multilingual awareness in the Faculty of 

Humanities. These are positive developments that have potential to positively impact 

the implementation of UCT‟s Language Policy and Plan in the Faculty. 

The study‟s emergent data show that language behaviours and preferences occur within the 

various language contexts of EAL students and of staff. Most respondents in this study 

operate between the formal and informal language contexts all the time. However, EAL 

students do not only move between the formal and informal language contexts, but also 

between languages. It is this translanguaging that could be used to assist the process of 

implementing multilingual awareness and proficiency in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT.  
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7.3. Recommendations 

In view of the analysis and interpretation of the results of this study, the following 

recommendations are made: 

7.3.1. Multilingualism should be promoted by changing the institutional identity through 

signage and make UCT more inclusive. This is necessary at a symbolic level because 

unless there are visible signs that attempts are being made to transform the 

institutional culture, EAL students will continue to feel alienated at UCT (see Bangeni 

& Kapp 2005; Paxton 2007, 2009). 

7.3.2. Implementing multilingualism in the classroom in the Faculty of Humanities will 

mean that in the short-term the following steps should be taken: 

7.3.2.1 Consider using multilingual tutors (preferably EAL speakers) to facilitate the 

use of many languages in the classroom. This will make multilingualism to be 

effective. 

7.3.2.2 Consider using code-switching as a tool to aid teaching and learning. Code- 

switching should also be used to encourage EAL students to participate in 

class discussions. 

7.3.2.3 Translanguaging should be used in the long-term as a tool to enhance teaching 

 and learning, along the lines suggested by scholars such as Garcia (2009).  

7.3.3. The throughput rate of EAL students should be increased by using their PLs to 

scaffold knowledge in the formal language domain. As mentioned above, in the short 

term, multilingual tutors will fill this gap. However, long-tem solutions should be 

explored because tutors come and go. CHED, in particular research and work done by 

LDG, could guide this process. 

7.3.4. The UCT Language Policy and Plan should be viewed as a curriculum intervention 

initiative intended to influence language attitudes and behaviours at macro-, meso- 

and micro institutional levels. The macro level is the broad institutional context, while 

the meso level comprises Faculties (departments, units and administration in general); 

the micro level is basically the classroom, where learning and teaching occurs. It is at 

the micro level that I think we will have to cascade change and transformation. 

7.3.5. Short workplace communicative orientated courses in isiXhosa, Afrikaans and 

Sesotho should be offered to staff and students. The UCT Language Policy 

Committee should recommend that such courses be recognised as part of on-the-job-
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training (performance appraisal) for staff. For students, these should be credit-bearing 

courses as recommended in the UCT Language Plan (2003). 

7.3.6. MEP should prioritise the production of multilingual texts, such as the resource book 

for teachers produced by the CALLSSA Concept Literacy Project. 

7.3.7. A more detailed university-wide quantitative language survey (see University of 

Stellenbosch 2005) should be conducted to further explore language attitudes and 

behaviours of both EAL students and of staff. This will assist in making 

generalisations regarding implications for the implementation of the UCT Language 

Policy and Plan. It will also help understand the ambivalence of EAL students 

towards their PLs and English.  

As mentioned in Chapter 4 the value of this study lies in it serving the purpose of a pilot 

study. Its framework and methodology could be useful in further research (see 

recommendation 7 above). The trends it has identified in relation to multilingualism and 

implications for the implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan could be useful 

starting points for a more detailed university–wide quantitative language survey. Such a 

survey might either confirm or dispute findings of the current study. The limitation of the 

current study is that it cannot make generalisations on the entire UCT community about 

language contexts, preferences and behaviours of EAL students and of staff. It can only 

reflect the snapshot as was taken during 2004 – 2005.   

   

7.4. Conclusion 
 

The data emerging from this study show that only EAL students seem to be doing the 

adjusting to the UCT institutional English culture that Bangeni & Kapp refer to as the 

„Englishness‟ of UCT. EAL students also appear to be the only ones who are shuttling 

between languages, i.e. code-switching, using multiple languages and translanguaging. The 

process seems not to go the other way round. Their English L1 counterparts do not do the 

same. This then leads to questions such as: Is multilingualism feasible in such a language 

context? Is such a language context not reinforcing the power of English at UCT? I argue that 

the language context in the Faculty of Humanities does not lend itself to the implementation 

of multilingualism. To advance multilingualism, the classroom should be seen as the place 

where to cascade change. Policy is there to guide, but people decide how and when to react to 

situations (see also Ridge 2001). The discussion in Chapters 3 and 6 showed that policies can 

be manipulated by their human handlers. In some instances policies can reinforce the 
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dominant ideology in subtle ways. Sometimes policies work sometimes they don‟t. Spolsky 

illustrates this point with the example of the language policy of Monash University, which 

collapsed soon after it was introduced (Spolsky 2004).  

 

Answers to questions raised above are not that simple. To answer them we need evidence 

from a more representative study, such as the one recommended in point 7 above. What could 

be said however is that the language context within which EAL students find themselves has 

implications for the implementation of the UCT Language Policy and Plan. Such implications 

have been summarised in section 7.2 of this chapter. The fact that the UCT Language Policy 

states unambiguously that English is the MoI, is in itself evidence that policies reflect 

institutional identity and culture. In a sense the language context in the Faculty of 

Humanities, through the UCT Language Policy reinforces the dominance of English, even 

though the Language Plan promotes multilingualism. Data from this study show that 

stakeholders in the Faculty of Humanities at UCT should not be fixated on: „the flogging of 

the dead horse of the hegemony of English‟ (Young 2005: 56). What they should rather 

accept is: „that English will probably remain the preferred language of choice as SA‟s 

Language of Instruction (LoI)‟ (ibid).  What could be done by those on the margins at UCT is 

to heed these words of one of the respondents in this study: 

 

African languages are an (embodiment) of our heritage, they tell a story, we 

need to preserve them … uplift them and use them more (Student Respondent 

12; see 5.2.1.5). 

 

This quote could be interpreted to mean that the status and influence of languages are to some 

degree determined by the attitude of their native speakers towards their use. People who need 

to preserve, uplift and use African languages more at a micro level are native speakers of 

these languages. The cultural capital of African languages will have to be affirmed by 

African language speakers themselves (see also Bourdieu 1991). This could be achieved by 

using these languages more and more and not blame English for the demise of their influence 

in public discourse.  
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QUESTIONNAIRE        Appendix 1 

 

Please feel free to use any of the eleven South African official languages to answer any 
of the following questions: 
 
1. Where is your home? 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

  
 1.1.  How long have you lived there? 
  
        ………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
2. Which language(s) do you use at home? 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
3.  What are the languages spoken as Primary Languages by: 
 

3.1. Your Father. 
 

……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

3.2. Your Mother. 
 

……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
3.3. Your Siblings (Brothers/Sisters). 
 

……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
3.4. Yourself. 
 

……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………… 
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4. How often do you use your primary language at home? Please tick one of 
the options in the space provided. 

  
A 

90% of the time 

 

B 70% of the time 

 

C 50% of the time 

 

D 30% of the time 

 

E 10% of the time 

 

 
5. How often do you use your primary language on campus? Please tick one of 

the options in the space provided. 
  

A 

90% of the time 

 

B 70% of the time 

 

C 50% of the time 

 

D 30% of the time 

 

E 10% of the time 

 

 
6. How often do you use your primary language in other social circles? Please 

tick one of the options in the space provided. 
 

A 

90% of the time 

 

B 70% of the time 

 

C 50% of the time 

 

D 30% of the time 

 

E 10% of the time 

 

  
7. For which other purposes do you usually use your primary language?  
 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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8. What other language(s) do you speak?  
 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………   

 
 
  

8.1. How often do you use this/these language(s)? Please tick the 
appropriate space(s). 

 
  Afri-

kaans 
English isi-

Ndebele 
isi-
Swati 

isi-
Xhosa 

isi-
Zulu 

Se-
pedi 

Se-
sotho 

Se-
tswana Tshi-

venda 

Xi-
tsonga 

Other 

A 

 

 
90 % 
of 
time 
 

            

B 
 

 
70 % 
of 
time 

            

C 
 

 
50% 
of  
time         

            

D 
 

 
30% 
of 
time 

            

E 
 

Less 
than 
10% 
of 
time 
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9. How well do you speak this/these language(s)? Please tick the appropriate 
space(s). 

 
  Afri-

kaans 
Eng
lish 

isi-
Ndebele 

isi-
Swati 

isi-
Xhosa 

isi-
Zulu 

Se-
pedi 

Se-
sotho 

Se-
tswana Tshi-

venda 

 Xi- 
tsonga 

Other 

A 

 
Excellent 

            

 
B 
 

 
Very Good 

            

 
C 
 

Good 

            

D 

 
 
Averaged 

            

 
E Poor 

            

 

 

10. What other language(s) do you understand?  
 

………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

11. How good is your understanding of this/these language(s)? Please tick 
the appropriate space(s). 

 
  Afri-

kaans 
Eng
lish 

isi-
Ndebele 

isi-
Swati 

isi-
Xhosa 

isi-
Zulu 

Se-
pedi 

Se-
sotho 

Se-
tswana Tshi-

venda 

Xi-
tsonga 

Other 

A 

 
Excellent 
 

            

 
B 

 
Very Good 
 

            

 
C Good 

            

D 

 
Averaged 

            

 
E 

 
Poor 
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12. In which language do YOU speak to the following people? Please tick one 
of the options in the space provided:  

 
 
PL = (Primary Language) – this may 
be the first language(s) you spoke when 
you encountered language. Also it is the 
most frequently and comfortably used 
language(s)    

Eng = English   
 
SAL = Another South African Language 

 
 
 
 A 

 
B C D E 

 Always in PL In PL or 
another SAL 
more often 
than Eng 

In PL and Eng 
equally 

In Eng more 
often than PL 
or another SAL 

Always in Eng 

Mother 

 

     

 
Father 
 

     

 
Friends in the 
lecture halls 
 

     

 
Brothers/Sisters 
 

     

 
Maternal 
Grandparents 
 

     

 
Paternal 
Grandparents 
 

     

 
Other Relatives 
 

     

 
Friends on 
campus and in 
residence 
 

     

 
Lecturers/Tutors 
 

     

 
Strangers 
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13. In which language do the following people speak to YOU? Please tick one 
of the options in the space provided:  

 
 
PL = (Primary Language) – this may 
be the first language(s) you spoke when 
you encountered language. Also it is the 
most frequently and comfortably used 
language(s)    

Eng = English   
 
SAL = Another South African Language 

 
 
 
 A 

 
B C D E 

 Always in PL In PL or 
another SAL 
more often 
than Eng 

In PL and Eng 
equally 

In Eng more 
often than PL 
or another SAL 

Always in Eng 

Mother 

 

     

 
Father 
 

     

 
Friends in the 
lecture halls 
 

     

 
Brothers/Sisters 
 

     

 
Maternal 
Grandparents 
 

     

 
Paternal 
Grandparents 
 

     

 
Other Relatives 
 

     

 
Friends on 
campus and in 
residence 
 

     

 
Lecturers/Tutors 
 

     

 
Strangers 
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14. In which language(s) would you prefer to be taught during lectures? 
Please explain your answer. 

  
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
15. In which language(s) would you prefer to be taught during tutorials? 

Please explain your answer. 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
16. In which language(s) would you prefer to write your assignments? 

Please explain your answer. 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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17. In which language(s) would you prefer to write your examinations? 
Please explain your answer. 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
18. Given that you are at UCT by choice, how do you feel about having to 

study through the medium of English? Please tick one of the options in the 
space provided:  

 

A Strongly Positive 

 

 

B Positive  

C 

 
Neither Positive Nor Negative 
 

 

D Negative 

 

 

E Strongly Negative 

 

 

 
19. Please explain your answer to number 18 above. Use any of the eleven 

official South African languages you prefer to answer this question. 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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20. How often do you use English in your daily activities at home? Please 
tick one of the options in the space provided. 

 
A   

 
Very Often  

B Often  

C Occasionally  

D 

 

Very Seldom  

E Not at all  

 
21. How often do you use English in your daily activities on campus? Please 

tick one of the options in the space provided. 
     

A    

Very Often  

B Often  

C Occasionally  

D Very Seldom  

E Not at all  

  
22. How often do you use English in your daily activities in other social 

circles? Please tick one of the options in the space provided. 
    

A    

Very Often  

B Often  

C Occasionally  

D Very Seldom  

E Not at all  
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23. Currently all academic assessment at UCT is in English only. Should this 
practice continue? Is this satisfactory to you? 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
24. Are you studying an African language at University? If so what is the 

course code?   
 

………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
25. Are you studying English at University? If so what is the course code? 
 ……………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
26. Why are you studying an African language at University? Please tick one 

of the options in the space provided.  
 

A Because it is a requirement in 
your Degree Curriculum. 

 

B 

 
Because you have chosen to 
study it out of interest. 
 

 

C 

 

 
Because you regard it as a 
necessary subject for academic 
work. 
 

 

D 

 

Because you regard it as a 
necessary subject to help you 
get a job when you graduate. 

 

E 

 
Other reasons. 
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27. Why are you studying English at University? Please tick one of the options 
in the space provided.  

 
 

A Because it is a requirement in 
your degree curriculum. 

 

B 

 
Because you have chosen to 
study it out of interest. 
 

 

C 

 
Because you regard it as a 
necessary subject for academic 
work. 

 

D 

 

Because you regard it as a 
necessary subject to help you 
get a job when you graduate. 

 

E 

 
Other reasons. 
 

 

 
28. The Task Team of the UCT Curriculum Working Group suggests that 

English and Afrikaans speakers should be encouraged to acquire at 
least a working knowledge of an African language. What do you think? 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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29. The University of Cape Town in its (2003) Language Plan promotes 
multilingualism (the use of more than one language) everywhere on 
campus, in learning and teaching situations. What are your thoughts on 
this? 

 
 ………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
30. Do you think with English you can go everywhere in the world? Please 

explain your answer. 
 
 ………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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31. Is it true that African languages have little value?  Please explain your 
answer. 

 
 ………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
32. Should isiXhosa and Afrikaans be used alongside English in lectures 

and tutorials for speaking, writing and reading tasks? Explain your 
answer. 

 
 ………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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33. How do you overcome language barriers between yourself and your 
lecturers or fellow students where they do not speak your own 
language(s) fluently? 

 
 ………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
34. Some people say that the use of the different African languages in class 

will lead to ethnic division. What is your view? 
 
 ………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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35. It is also said that the use of the different African languages in class 
will lead to lack of progress in a lecture. What is your view? 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
36. Please give your thoughts and feelings on ANY issue(s) relating to the 

role and status of English at UCT. 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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37.  How often do you read books for pleasure? Please tick one of the options in 
the space provided. 

 

 
A    Very Often  

B Often  

C Sometimes  

D Seldom  

E Never  

 

38.  In what language(s) are the books you read? Please tick one of the options 
in the space provided. 

 
 
A 

 
Afrikaans 
 

 

B  
English 
 

 

 
C 

 
isiNdebele 
 

 

 
D 

 
isiSwati 
 

 

 
E 

 
isiXhosa 
 

 

 
F 

 
isiZulu 
 

 

 
G 

 
Sepedi 
 

 

 
H 

 
Sesotho 
 

 

 
I 

 
Setswana 
 

 

 
J 

 
Tshivenda 
 

 

 
K 

 
Xitsonga 
 

 

 
L 

 
Other 
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39.  How much time per day do you spend watching television? Please tick 
one of the options in the space provided. 

 
 
 

 
A    30 Minutes or 

less 
 

B 60 Minutes  

C 90 Minutes  

D 120 Minutes  

E 150 Minutes 
and more 

 

 
 

 
40. How much time per day do you spend using the World Wide Web 

(WWW)/Internet? 
 
 
 

 
A    30 Minutes or 

less 
 

B 60 Minutes  

C 90 Minutes  

D 120 Minutes  

E 150 Minutes 
and more 
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41.  For which purposes do you use the World Wide Web/Internet? Please 
tick the option(s) relevant to you in the spaces provided.   

 
 
A    For Personal 

purposes 
 

B For Academic 
purposes 

 

C For 
entertainment 

 

D Out of habit  

E Not sure  

 
42.  How much time per day do you spend emailing? Please tick one of the 

options in the space provided.  
 

 
A    30 Minutes or 

less 
 

B 60 Minutes  

C 90 Minutes  

D 120 Minutes  

E 150 Minutes 
and more 

 

 
43.  Does your use of the World Wide Web or Internet influence your 

language choices? Please explain your answer. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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44.  If you were to study as far as possible through your own African 
language, do you believe that your academic performance would 
improve?  Please elaborate on your answer. 

 
 ………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………  

 

Thank you for your cooperation 
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QUESTIONNAIRE       Appendix 2  
 

Please feel free to use any of the eleven South African official languages to answer the 
following questions: 
 
1.  Which language(s) do you use at UCT: 
 

1.1. To fulfil your job requirements? 
 

……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
1.2. To communicate socially?  

 
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
1.3. To study and/or do research? 

 
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
2. The Task Team of the UCT Curriculum Working Group suggests that 

resources should be allocated the promotion of UCT staff and student 
proficiency in Afrikaans, English and IsiXhosa. What position do you take 
on this suggestion? 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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3. Currently the UCT Language Policy makes provision for academic 
assessment in English only. Should this practice continue?  

 
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
4. Please provide an elaboration on your answer to 3 above. 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
5. Should UCT use IsiXhosa and Afrikaans alongside English in lectures 

(for speaking, writing and reading tasks)?  
 

………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
6. Please give a reason(s) for your answer to 5 above. 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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7. The Task Team of the UCT Curriculum Working Group further suggests 
that English and Afrikaans speakers should be encouraged to acquire at 
least a working knowledge of an African language. What is your view on 
this suggestion? 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………......
...................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................... 

 
8. In your view, how should UCT support a member of staff who wishes to 

learn an African language? Please suggest ways. 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………......
................................................................................................................... 
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9. How do you overcome language barriers between yourself and your 
students or fellow colleagues where they do not speak your own 
language(s) fluently? 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
10. In your view how should students who struggle with English in a 

lecture be assisted? Please suggest ways.  
 

………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Thank you for your cooperation 
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Appendix 3 

 

Interview Transcript of Nosizwe attached to a South African University 

 

Interview Date: 12 October 2004     Place: Nosizwe‟s Office. 

NOS: Nosizwe (Interviewee)     I: Gao (Interviewer) 

 

I: Welcome Madam to the session. This is an interview just to follow up. This is a follow up interview to the 

one we had the last time. When I interviewed you in the Pilot Study you mentioned that when you did your 

academic work you use English only. Your reason for this was, in your view the fact that your educational 

background is made up of instruction in English only. Do you still hold this view? 

 

NOS: Yes, I do very much so and its been … it has become obvious to me that over the past few weeks, I mean 

ever since the last interview with you. Because I was just thinking of the issue as I was putting together … 

hmm … something, an exercise for second language speakers of English and I realise that one of the 

reasons why it is quite difficult for me. Because when I asked them questions around how do they unpack 

topics, how do they work in their academic work? They said things like … they think in Xhosa or in 

whatever their mother tongue is and then they had to translate that into English as they made sense of the 

terms that they had to use and I think that these are students who come from ex-DET schools. So this is not 

shocking, it is not a shocking discovery because really they had, had instruction where the teacher used 

code switching. Relied on the mother tongue for most of the things that may be the teacher herself cannot 

express in English. Whereas we know the state of the classroom these students come from. Even the 

teachers themselves are not fluent in English. Then you find that they depend quite a lot on the mother 

tongue. And then the students take this into the University. I might recall from my own school background 

where I went to Catholic school from grade 1 up to grade 12, okay. There we had Nuns teaching us. So 

from way back then … Interviewer interrupts! 

  

I: You were taught in English? 

 

NOS: Taught in English … There was no kind of falling back in the mother tongue and of course this is how I 

learned, you know, starting from an early age where I must say I am if at all less dependent on the mother 

tongue for learning. That is why when you asked me the question about, you know like maybe having to 

write something like a dissertation, for me I could not draw on my mother tongue or something like that, 

you know, like academic discourse, which for me is non-existent in the mother tongue.  

 

I: Then maybe one will get on … Interviewee interrupts! 
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NOS: So I still hold that view. 

 

I: You still hold it? Okay, you also mentioned that you were faced with the possibility of writing your 

Masters Dissertation in your primary language, which is isiXhosa, but you realised after a month or so that 

this is not possible. Please share with us the factors that made you realise that it would almost be 

impossible for you to use isiXhosa in writing up your Masters Dissertation. What in your view were the 

factors that you can single out that you think made this impossibility or made it a non-starter? 

 

NOS: Okay, the first thing was that, like I said academic discourse. Because when I tried to conceptualise my 

essay topic, just starting from the research question itself you know … I … I struggled a lot you know. And 

just to clarify, it didn‟t take me like a month or so, it took me less than that … laughs … because from the 

beginning I just thought I am dealing with an issue, you know, within a context where there are second 

language speakers who are at a disadvantage because they can‟t speak their mother tongue. But then when 

it comes to me, I am thinking, would I be able to do this? And the first thing was you know, academic 

discourse on its own. How do I translate academic discourse? It has entirely … it has its own rules; its own 

language; it has its specific language; it has a way of saying things, it has a way of expressing things, which 

is particular. How will I do that in my language? Because I am just not aware of that type of language in 

Xhosa, which will carry what I want to say, you know, in an academic way. So for me that was really it. 

That includes the terms that I would use you know, and even if I would have to come across terms that 

translate into the ones I wanted, how would I know in terms of the context? So the other thing was that you 

know. It was academic discourse and it was also the context, which I was writing for. That was like for me, 

that just made it totally impossible to even think of … of being able to write whether I will be able to 

answer questions like “are these words that I am using right for the context that I am using them in?” And I 

thought something like a Maters Thesis, you know, which carries a whole lot of weight, you know and it 

can really be used to judge you. I just thought I would not be able to carry that across, you know, the 

meaning of what it is I wanted to do, you know. And one of the surprising things was that my students 

actually felt that way. Students that I interviewed for my Masters. Because I was also asking them whether 

they would want to write essays in their own home languages. And most of them had this kind of thing of 

… operating at of course … they did not have the language (vocabulary), they could not express it and say 

“I would not have the discourse.” They were like well “I can‟t find the word for that. There are no words 

and all that.” But for me it was not just about the terms it was more like about academic discourse, you 

know, I thought, may be with the terms we could find, or you could be creating and find ways to express 

what you are saying. But just the language as a whole, just the academic language as a whole you know, 

with all its conventions and rules. For me I would not be able to find that in Xhosa. 
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I: Now should you really say … should the basis really be to say the language within which you must write 

the discourse … Should the reference point always be English? Why couldn‟t you aggregate those 

particular experiences in isiXhosa? Why should the point of reference be English? 

 

NOS: Because that is how it is ... both laugh … Okay … you know, unfortunately … unfortunately that is how 

things exist, okay. We as Xhosa speakers are in the process of saying let us come up with our own 

terminology. Our own way of expressing things in an academic environment, which will allow Xhosa to be 

the point of reference. But unfortunately as things stand, you know, it is … people don‟t find it credible if 

someone says … hmm … you know … one thing is that English is already established, you know. It is 

established as a language of learning, as a language of writing, as a language of producing new knowledge, 

you know. So you‟ll find that … hmm … not that it won‟t hold much weight when you write in Xhosa, it 

will but you still are trying to establish things, which the English language already has. It is an experiment 

that you‟re doing. You‟re trying to convince people that it can be done, whereas in English you‟re able to 

cover other factors like actually produce that knowledge, you know, that is how I see things. One of the 

education students who used to work with me came and said, “I am trying to write a thesis in Xhosa and it 

is about teaching mathematics in Xhosa,” you know, something like that. And somewhat for him it was not 

about conveying new knowledge, it‟s about trying to convince his audience whoever that was. Maybe it 

was the education department that it can be done, you know. So there are other motives behind that which 

will of course with time go away, you know. Where the people will be able to write in order to do the thing 

that English does when you are writing. So for me I also felt that I would be trying to convince people that, 

“hey I can do it,” without focussing on the major objectives which are to actually … laughs … have my 

thesis done, you know. 

 

I: May be another point that one can venture into when you speak about conveying knowledge and having to 

convince an audience is … may be one should then ask the question: because people are saying there is this 

move towards saying we must affirm our African languages, we must write in them. Then the question 

comes is there a readership for these African languages? 

 

NOS: Well that is the thing! One thing I was thinking of is … I know that there is Prof Gxilishe, Prof Satyo in 

African languages, they are the people who are very, very well versed in Xhosa and with conventions in 

cultural capital and everything, but then I also thought who would mark? Who will be my supervisor in 

CALLSSA? Because there in CALLSSA there was no one I knew who could speak Xhosa, who was an 

expert in my field
12

. So I thought that would disadvantage me. Because I will not have an expert who is 

                                                 
12

 Subsequent to the interview I checked with CALLSSA as to whether there were indeed no African language 

experts who could speak isiXhosa as Nosizwe claims. The response was that there were such experts in the persons 

of Professors Russell Kaschula and Sandile Gxilishe to mention but two. Therefore Nosizwe‟s claim was refuted by 

CALLSSA. The latter provided documentary proof for the rebuttal of Nosizwe‟s claims. 
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looking at my work. That is one of the things I have been thinking of just covering a bit of that. And you 

said people should write in the African languages. I fully, fully support that, but then you will find that the 

attitude of people out there, those will take a long time to change because they are saying I want to be 

fluent in English. I want to put food on the table. That is what our BA student said … laughs … you have 

to put food on the table at the end of the day, you know … laughs. 

 

I: So learning through English and studying it brings food to the table unlike learning in … 

 

NOS: Yes. 

 

I: … unlike learning in isiXhosa? 

 

NOS: I mean this because our languages aren‟t validated enough. People are trying to make that move towards 

validating them. But obviously it‟s gonna take a while. And what is happening currently is we seem to 

challenge people‟s attitudes towards their languages because if you hear one saying “But how can I … how 

can I put food on the table with my language? I won‟t be able to. I want my children …” and that is passed 

on to the kids. “I want my children to grow up learning Xhosa, speaking Xhosa so you know.” And one 

thing people always ask me when I give lectures on multilingualism, they say: “How did you get to your 

post?” You know. They always ask me that. How did you … and they quote my age and they say, “ You 

are young and you are in that post. How did you get there?” You know. So in most instances it is 

propaganda because you are trying to say you can progress through your mother tongue, but you are an 

example of progress through English.       

 

I: Fair enough. I hear you … I hear you. 

 

NOS: One thing that is important is that there need to be more literature that is produced definitely. And also 

encourage people to write in their own mother tongue. But I feel that definitely people need to write to 

express themselves starting from … common cultural things in their languages so that it doesn‟t die out. So 

that their children are exposed to it. May be that is the attitude we need to change. 

 

I: It is very interesting when you talk about bringing food on the table. But what about fields in applied 

language studies like interpreting like translation? There are many tests that need to be translated. I see 

banks, auto banks where for example ABSA and others have taken the route now of translating into 

indigenous languages. Telkom is doing the same. Is that not showing the economic value of African 

languages? 
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NOS: Yes. It is, you are quite right, there it is showing that and that is why I am saying that like people are 

making moves towards ensuring that, you know, that language policy is more interesting and that the 

examples that you have given are actually like a sign of that, but you know, like I did one of the 

interpreting translation courses like for my Masters, the coursework and what I learnt there is that there are 

still very unstructured fields where you find that, you know, they don‟t need specialists. Anyone can come 

off the street, put you in an office and translate and interpret and it is only then that there is a need to make 

it more specialised. So I think that is a very good move in terms like you know, those are examples that it is 

happening. 

 

I: That‟s interesting. Now maybe at this stage one should venture to say … to … to … to bring you in and 

say, can you give us background as to how it came about that you were afforded an option of writing your 

Masters Dissertation in isiXhosa? How did it come about that there should be that option? 

 

NOS: Okay, basically I was in CALLSSA like you know, all about applied language studies and there is also the 

aspect of multilingualism in the department. So, hmm … I think it was Doug actually who came up with 

that, you know, if people could, you know, write their theses in their home language. How will that work 

out, you know … But the Masters itself is intimidating, but then of course in the interest of the department I 

think because they wanted to find out what it should entail and how the person or the author of the 

dissertation will find the process of writing, you know their thesis in their mother tongue. And so as one of 

the African language speakers there, you know, I was asked, you know, “How would you feel, you know, 

writing in your own mother tongue and especially since I was actually conducting research around that. But 

then I thought, you know, students that I am working with are from ex-DET schools, very different from 

my schooling background. So you find that they were like, for them the issues are real, you know, going to 

a lecture and not understanding what the lecturer says because they are speaking in English, very different 

from their high school experience. So for them these are real issues. These are real challenges. Whereas for 

me it was really abstract. I was sort of like being judged based on my colour and on my identity as an 

African person. Not taking into account the context that I was from. So I think that it is very important that 

context is taken into consideration when one is asked these kind of questions. 

 

I: Okay … okay. Now, you speak about in CALLSSA not having someone who is an African language 

expert. But what about the possibility … didn‟t it occur to you that there is a possibility of what we call co-

supervision? Experts could have been taken from somewhere else other than from CALLSSA itself. Didn‟t 

that occur to you? 

 

NOS: Hmm … I suppose it did occur to me at the time because I thought really there is someone who would be 

an expert in Applied Language Studies and he would be a Xhosa speaker. But at that time like I said to you 

for me that was a very, very foreign idea of actually writing in my mother tongue then. Anything else for 
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me was just, you know … laughs … no go … like no matter whether they bring in the expert, at the end of 

the day I will be sitting in front of a computer and I would have to be the expert in terms of putting this 

together. And how do I do that? I just didn‟t have the tools. 

 

I: Okay … okay … so you did not have the tools? 

 

NOS: I did not have the tools. 

 

I: And in your view what do you think the tools are? 

 

NOS: Okay, the one thing is … is to have an understanding of … of like the academic discourse for one, okay. 

The understanding of … of may be a draft of academic discourse. I did not have that in Xhosa, okay. And 

also I would say may be the kind of knowledge that is needed to … again it‟s got to do with the context, 

like I said, and the understanding of context, and how to use words in the right context, okay. And again I 

did not have the technical vocabulary. That is one of the tools I just didn‟t have and I thought so you know 

like having to produce this new knowledge and then on top of that having to go back to learning things that 

I already have in English, you know. Because in English what we will do is to look at various definitions of 

a term attitude or the term genre or all my key concepts. But in Xhosa I will actually have to go back and 

look at what they are. So for me that would just be too much work on top of the work that I already have, of 

producing new knowledge. 

 

I: So will one be correct if one assumes flowing from what you are saying that what also came out 

intimidating to you was the possibility of having to unlearn rather than to … to start afresh learning new 

concepts. So that was what was intimidating to you? 

 

NOS: It is very intimidating because I was already intimidated by being a Masters student. By having to write my 

Masters, by being, you know, my first year at UCT. My second year actually because I had done the 

coursework. Getting used to a new place; getting used to the way the place is and then on top of that you do 

not know the staff members, you know, I mean even two members from language development were 

teaching at that time you know, so on top of that having to do something … I mean like for instance for me 

reading in Xhosa takes quite a bit of time you know, because again of having grown up really being read to 

in English, you know. And the one thing I know is that as soon as my child is able to read I am going to 

introduce him to a whole lot of Xhosa literature. Because that is the one thing I don‟t want to happen. So 

imagine like heading back home, having to learn from scratch and how to tap all that I have learnt in my 

years of education into another language … I didn‟t find a space to do that. 
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I: So you didn‟t see that it would be an advantage for you because you‟ve some knowledge of IsiXhosa and 

you‟ve got the necessary knowledge in English. So you should just move using English as a base, moving 

into isiXhosa … it was intimidating to you? 

NOS: Yes. To be honest with I did not see that having an advantage at all for me. 

I: Now I heard you speaking earlier on about language and context, identity and understanding how language 

happens and so on. Now can you then say in your view is identity linked to language? And if so can you 

explain to us how your identity as a first language speaker of isiXhosa, even though you had an English … 

hmm … educational background, how has your identity as a first language speaker of isiXhosa been 

affected by the continued use of English throughout your whole school background and as you came 

through to higher education? 

NOS: Okay … hmm … okay this is quite personal for me because it is something I am still struggling with now. 

But I find that …  hmm … throughout my whole schooling I have had advantages. I have had lots of 

advantages. And as a Xhosa speaker who is fluent in English and who is able to write and read in English, 

and those have been quite obvious to me as I look back and think, you know. I sailed through my 

undergrad. I took English literature, you know, like English language and at the time people were really 

struggling, you know, and so for that I feel that gee! It advantaged me quite a lot, you know. Then I came 

to UCT, you know, and of course, you know, there are different kinds of adjustments that I have to make in 

terms of like, now how I learn. I got into the notion of new literacy studies, you know, where Piaget says 

you bring in all your other knowledge and even your other literacy as a person. Even your identity, who 

you are, you come into that with that rich knowledge and for me like sitting there in class, I was thinking 

“okay as a Xhosa speaker what am I coming with?” You know, and then I thought but “gee, I come with 

my culture, my traditions as an African speaker,” you know. But without knowing I could bring language 

into that. And for a while it was just probably quite problematic in terms of … like I told myself in terms of 

like what am I missing? What am I lacking? Why am I not able to draw on my language? You know. I felt 

that in that context of academia. I just didn‟t see myself being able to draw on isiXhosa for anything at all, 

you know. But then there I was going into lectures and telling my students to do that, you know, whereas I 

felt … but for me as someone who has been instructed in English throughout, you know Xhosa for me is 

about communicating everyday, okay like its for communication. But apart from that there is nothing that I 

can really say I can draw on my home language and my mother tongue for this, that and that, but with 

English it is. So it is kind of completely divorced from me as an individual, you know. But I will definitely 

say, language for me is about … it definitely leads to my identity I mean just in terms of saying 

symbolically, it makes up who I am, you know. There are things that I really express about myself through 

my mother tongue. But in English it is, to be honest, I could just say those are two different separate issues. 
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I So, you are saying the language environment at UCT … Are you saying … Can I hear you properly … it is 

hostile to that harmonious linkage of language and identity? 

 

NOS: Yes, it is. Okay, there are moves to try and make it kind of less hostile because I mean where now you find 

that students are kind of able like to at the Writing Centre for instance, to draw from their languages as 

sources of … even today UCT in terms of institutional culture, it is white, it is English, you know. And you 

as a Xhosa speaker you just have to acclimatise to that, you just have to take who you are and try to fit in 

there somehow. So in that way I would say it is hostile. At the end of the day you are assessed in English 

whether you pass or fail. As a Xhosa speaker you have to take it that it is how things are. 

  

I: Okay. How in your view can lecturers like yourself and students help to promote this notion called 

multilingualism at UCT? 

 

NOS: Okay … 

 

I: Given your experiences, given the multifaceted experiences students have here how do you think we can 

promote multilingualism? 

 

NOS: Okay. I think the first thing it should be on a symbolic level, before even going into academia and learning. 

Where actually UCT as an institution, you know, validate people from languages, you know, to know that 

in the Eastern Cape Xhosa is the African language that dominates, you know. We talked about that in the 

interview in the language plan for UCT. I think you‟ve access to that document where we talked about like, 

you know, basic things like actually the University reflecting the linguistic diversity in terms of its size, in 

terms of signage. In terms of like you know, graduations. I mean these things are all in that document, you 

know. I mean even though when one says that you feel at the end of the day what difference does it make? 

But they will make a sort of difference because as long as these languages are invisible within UCT, they 

are invisible to the people who speak them, you know, and who know that “Ooh, only when I am outside 

UCT then can I … you know … When it comes to learning, which I think is the … is the core activity, you 

know. I mean there is a whole lot of ways that people can have you know, and I think it is about stuff like 

you asked me, what as a lecturer, you know, is to be sensitive to the language that my students speak, you 

know. Like what I have done in my classes, is to actually involve you know, the students to try to get them 

to talk in their languages in the classroom. And it is very, very interesting, I mean I found it to be 

interesting and also very significant because you found that even students who are trying, who cannot speak 

up because they are scared of making mistakes in English. As a result they won‟t speak up in class. They 

won‟t answer questions, you know. They feel powerful because they are explaining something to someone 

else, you know, and it also helps to facilitate understanding. People usually ask: “but what is the use? But at 

the end of the day they will have to write their exams in English and they don‟t understand that whole 
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process of learning. That you know, people being able to think in their mother tongue to be able to make 

sense of things you know, and that facilitates understanding of the material that you‟re using. So I have 

gone to my classrooms and I just draw people out, drawn students out, students who are quite shy who 

cannot express themselves, you know. So at that level, where lecturers, and also staff members, you know, 

learning being bilingual, multilingual, you know. You find that people come in you know. And as you 

know the staffing profile is white and English, you know. So if people can make it to take it upon 

themselves to learn African languages not just for themselves but also to … to … to advantage their 

students. 

 

I: Okay … Okay … Okay. Then maybe one should then come at … on another note now. One should say … 

ask you this question … it might be strange, but it is necessary … laughs … How many South African 

languages do you speak? 

 

NOS: Hmm … I speak … Okay I‟ll give them in terms of their … Okay, English, Xhosa fluent and Zulu I would 

say I fully understand but can‟t … I speak it but not fluently, Afrikaans the same. 

 

I: So Zulu and Afrikaans? 

 

NOS: Yes … and then I am learning Tswana at the moment. 

 

I: You are learning Tswana? So how can we say what is your Tswana like? 

 

NOS: Hmm … working knowledge … laughs. 

 

I: What does this concept mean? Working knowledge? 

 

NOS: It means that you can … hmm … you can get by in terms of … you can the basics like … and not the 

CALP but at least the BICS part of it. 

 

I: Okay … Okay that‟s fine … that‟s fine. 

 

NOS: Which means then in the classroom you will be able to help the student out you know, like maybe ask 

questions to probe and understanding. 

 

I: … and then move from less cognitive demanding to cognitive demanding … Okay that‟s fine. 

 

NOS: Yes.  
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I: Now, of what value is the knowledge of these languages to you as a language practitioner? Of what value is 

the knowledge of these languages: English, isiXhosa, Zulu and Afrikaans, now that you say you are 

learning Setswana. Probably you might share with us what made you to want to learn Setswana? Of what 

value is this language to you basically? 

 

NOS: Okay … like you know when you look at the structure of these languages, you know, one of the things as a 

language practitioner, especially for academic development students. One of the things that we look for 

when we mark, we look for the meaning. We don‟t look at the structure except for … because it 

disadvantages the student. If you got an idea of how their language works, you know, it will help you to be 

more sensitive to the kind of errors that they make. Because now you have an advantage and can say “oh, 

this is where, you know, these languages come in.” Things like language interference, you will be able to 

account for them in the student‟s writing. So it has helped me a lot. Afrikaans for example, you know, 

where I am teaching two of my colleagues now in the department Xhosa and they always explain that this 

is how it works in Afrikaans. And then I am able to understand some of my Afrikaans students. Okay, “Oh, 

okay this is how things work. This is how the structure of their language is, which means that is why they 

continually make those mistakes.” So, which means I am more tolerant and less hostile towards that and 

when I mark I look for the meaning rather than penalise someone over surface errors, which first language 

speakers get away with a lot. Because you will find that on the surface they are writing good, but then they 

are actually saying nothing. When you look deeper at what they are saying, but you know it is the surface 

that covers a whole lot. Which second language speakers don‟t have. That is actually one of the reasons 

that I am learning Setswana. I find the language interesting, but also because at first year I always 

encounter a lot of Tswana speakers. 

 

I: Now comes the major issue or question. Does multilingualism have any value? 

 

NB: Part of the interviewee‟s initial response to the foregoing question was not captured on the tape. As a result the 

Interviewer‟s follow up question recorded below might not quite appear to be logically connecting with the previous 

information. This is regrettable but not much information has been lost with this hiccup.  

 

I: Are you then saying that what we lack today is the political will and once there is political will, then this 

will happen? 

 

NOS: We lack the political will and understandably so, you know. I am not saying it is a good thing. But I am just 

trying to justify it in terms of the environment we‟re in, you know, even though we might not even lack the 

political will, but you know, the advantages of English are so obvious around us, you know, that  … that 

you know people are here, here and there. They say let‟ s do this, but at the end of the day people are just so 
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removed away, you know from English. But I mean slowly but surely, you know, I think about trying to get 

the next generation to be aware that this thing of multilingualism it should be done. 

 

  I: Okay … Like even now the interview that me and you are having now … We are having it in English … 

Both laugh … 

 

NOS: … Laughs … It is because you don‟t speak Xhosa. 

 

I: … Laughs … Ndiya sithetha isiXhosa … Ndiya sithetha isiXhosa. I am a South African. Maybe just last 

two questions. Probably one might say the first one can be … There is a concept in language studies called 

diglossia where you‟ve got varieties of the language, two varieties of the same language. One called a high 

and the other one a low. The high variety is always used in formal situations like in church sermons, 

academia like when you talked about the discourse and then the low is usually used informally in everyday 

communication. Now won‟t you then say, I am going back to your motivation why you said you could not 

write your Dissertation in isiXhosa, but in English. Was it because you were more comfortable in using the 

low part of isiXhosa because you said you are fluent in isiXhosa, so I do not see a problem … laughs … is 

it because you are more comfortable in using the low variety of isiXhosa? 

 

NOS: Yes. I do think what you are actually saying, like just captures what I want to say perfectly. Because … 

hmm … you know sometimes when I listen to the news, you know, I listen to the news and I sometimes 

think: “Am I listening to Xhosa news? And then when I look, yes it is Xhosa news on SABC 1, you know.” 

But they are using the high variety of Xhosa, where you find, “gee” you know, and this is quite 

embarrassing for a Xhosa speaker. For me it is always embarrassing because of what we spoke about 

earlier, you know. At times I feel, but then, you know, when it comes to the Dissertation I wrote. Okay, fine 

I must be able to write it in the low variety, but that will not do. For me it will not do because it would be, 

maybe like … hmm … it just would not be … conforming to the rules of academia, which is to use the high 

variety. And I am thinking like we talked about and Professor Gxilishe was then saying we must actually 

write in the low variety. We must encourage people to write in the low variety. I think you were there as 

well … and then how credible will what you‟re writing be, you know? But I guess it is a good start. It is a 

very good start, you know, again we would have to use the technical terms in that low variety as well, you 

know. 

 

I: Okay … so you are actually saying, yes we‟ve got a low and high variety of isiXhosa? 

 

NOS: Yes. I mean when someone speaks in a high variety I will be able to understand, you know and, I mean, 

because it is Xhosa, you know, and sometimes it is very nice to listen to old terms like … because the two 

white colleagues that I am teaching, they will have their dictionaries where there is high variety. And then 
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the two of them will say “No but you are saying this …” and I am also exposing them to the low variety, 

which is used for everyday life. I taught them of things where people will laugh at you and yet they are 

Xhosa speakers. And you wonder what they are saying, but they are native speakers and they are saying 

what they are saying in their own language. 

 

I: Okay … okay … last question. Is there any other issue that you would like to share with us? In terms of 

your experience of this interplay of the high and the low varieties of African languages vis-à-vis English, 

because in English it appears as if we do not have that kind of contradiction. Because like you said, here at 

UCT the culture is white and English, so you don‟t have that kind of problem. Is there anything that you 

would like to share with us that we have not covered in our questions, that probably might be helpful in 

letting us into understanding the kind of complex issues that you had to grapple with when you had to 

decide for a kind of language either isiXhosa or English? 

 

NOS: Okay … no but then with English I would say I don‟t quite agree that there aren‟t those complexities 

because with English you have Black South African English. You have Indian … the Indian variety. So 

people are constantly, I mean … English itself is constantly evolving. And that is why you find out when 

… when white students come into UCT, they have the same problems that Black students have – that 

African students have. But because they are mostly pronounced for black students, but it is also about these 

varieties where they come in and they write at a particular level of English, which you feel, no matter how 

fluent you are you have to know the kind of English that you have to use when you write an essay. When 

you talk in an academic environment. So I mean for me I felt like, you know, in terms of … of having to 

write, to have my thesis in English. I would just have to grapple in terms of that, in terms of like maybe “is 

the English that I am using academic enough,” which again takes me to the discourse, you know. So there 

are those kinds of complications in English, but they are not as complex as Xhosa is, you know. Because 

again like in Xhosa, you know, the language hasn‟t established itself, like that, as a language that can be 

like, to be simply used for learning, you know. Because again of high and low variety, which is more 

explicit in Xhosa than English. But I mean in Xhosa just as a language.  But I mean in the English language 

it also has its complications in terms of like, you know the different kinds of Englishes … I may call it that 

people speak that people come with you know. Which are once again being influenced by a whole lot of 

factors, you know. People coming from where they use words in a certain way because that is how they are 

used, okay. So again in terms of the culture of the people speaking English, you know, even though English 

is the dominant language. People are actually exploiting it to suit their own needs. Which is one of the 

things you get to know when the students come in, no matter whether they are first language speakers of 

English, you know. So for me I would say personally it was about which language have I grasped in terms 

of the academic knowledge that comes with the language. And for me that was English. So in fact I would 

have to deal now with getting into the academic discourse. Getting into the … into the more like content 
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that I am learning, you know, rather than like having to use the language in this, this and that way, okay. So 

for me that was the problem.  

 

I: So … so you are saying we must move away from this advocacy school of thought, that just says our 

languages … we need to take context into account. You need to be realistic. You need to look at the 

economic factor or economic value, because you are saying that you find yourself in that unenviable 

position where people say: “you say multilingualism but how do you do it?” 

 

NOS: Exactly. And also … and also … just to touch on that one point. Also my students come in. We find that 

Black students are very angry when they come into UCT, and they are told “you have to take the language 

of humanities because you might struggle. Look at your mark,” you know. They feel so stigmatised by that 

because they feel I am going to know. I am from an ex-model C school, my English is fluent, and my 

English is perfect, you know. But not taking into account that it is the discourse that they must get used to, 

you know, which is what White students also have to do, you know. So you feel that it is also about 

thinking, this student is fluent. They come from an environment, you know, at times when you feel that 

they haven‟t failed. Given the chance to catch up, you know, and some people would really need that extra 

support and academic support, where you feel you can then take them into and get them to do these 

foundation courses. 

 

I: Okay … okay … thank you very much madam. 

 

 

   Interview ends    
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Appendix 4 

 

Interview Transcript of Makhadzi attached to the Writing Centre of a South 

African University of Technology 

 

Interview Date: 22 October 2004    Place: Makhadzi‟s Office. 

 

MK: Makhadzi (Interviewee)     I: Gao (Interviewer) 

 

I: Good afternoon madam. Thank you for agreeing to … to participate in this research project of ours. 

 

MK: My pleasure. 

 

I: … And like I said to you before we went on tape, this is an anonymous interview for ethical reasons of this 

research. My first question is: Could you briefly share with us how it came about that you should write 

your Masters Dissertation in isiXhosa? 

 

MK: Well, one: … Apart from all other reasons I felt that if we are all advocating that our African languages, 

our indigenous languages should be  … in the actual teaching, in writing and all of that. It should be 

something that is tested because there is a lot of saying out there that says there is not enough terminology, 

there is no vocabulary. And because of the project that we are also doing, the Concept Literacy Project with 

CALLSSA
13

. And we were doing a lot of working from the context and all of that and I thought: “If we are 

able to do that then there is no way that we are not going to be able to write in isiXhosa. And for me I think 

also while my English terminology is quiet enough, substantial for me to write, but for some reasons … I 

really couldn‟t take it off, you know. I really have to work from isiXhosa first and then convert my thinking 

into English, you know. The process of having to think in isiXhosa and working in the active language. So 

this was kind of coming out a lot when I was doing that. So I decided that if there are all these issues that 

says that while IsiXhosa is a language, but it is problematic, you can‟t do it … I realised that wasn‟t the 

problem. The fact that there was not a lot of terminology or a vocabulary to me, so, but the fact that each 

one of us can easily test. So I use my Thesis as a testing kind of thing. To can see and to prove that African 

languages can actually work out, but I must also say, I also had my fears, because I last used isiXhosa as a 

writing tool when I was doing Matric. And I also used it when I write my little stories and all of that, which 

is very easy because that is another context that is another discourse. But then when you have to write … 

hmm … when you have to give an account of a process that involves mathematics, because also when you 

are talking about mathematics you are talking about a discourse specific subject. Which also includes a 

                                                 
13

 The Concept Literacy Project has ceased to be part of CALLSSA at the end of 2005. It was then located within the 

School of Languages and Literature at UCT. 
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discourse specific terminology or vocabulary. So the problem with me was rather it was a challenge … was 

how do I go about this? One: there are all these sorts of words that are hanging there loosely, like iqhezu 

for a fraction, unxanthathu for a triangle … hmm … so many words for different angles, you know. You 

are not sure whether to Xhosalise it and say iangele or whether someone will understand it when you are 

using the actual word, which is used, like unxa, you know. People will always say: “abantu ba suka unxa 

sonke” (people coming from all over the world), but when you put that in the context of the subject, then 

people tend to be shocked. That they don‟t understand what you are talking about. But this is the everyday 

language that they use. So, for me it was a matter of also bringing back all the concepts that we have into 

an education level, where we say we can utilise our terms, we can utilise our own vocabulary, we …… 

because it is for us to say let us do something about it, not only chat and argue when people are saying 

“there is not enough terminology” and fight about it. We rather test it. I have all sorts of reasons to do this 

… I have all sorts of reasons, it wasn‟t one reason that says I couldn‟t really write well in English. Ja, but I 

could have learnt as well in the process, you know … laughs … but moreover it was a passion for me. But 

I hear everybody especially if you speak isiXhosa or isiTswana: “So I can‟t write in my language.” So I am 

trying to understand what‟s wrong with us? Because I do not see … for me language is me, my language is 

me. So I‟ve got this passion that I do not see a situation where I am told that it can‟t function fully like any 

other language, you see. So I had all sorts of reasons to take up studying in isiXhosa. 

 

I: That is very interesting. Now there are so many things that you brought up, but for now one will not be able 

to … Interviewee interrupts with laughter. 

 

MK:  … Laughs … 

 

I: Well in what you have said … can you take us through … hmm … the stages of the development of your 

Dissertation? 

 

MK: All right … eh …  what I did I first did my proposal in English and the … because I was going to write in 

IsiXhosa the proposal was okay because it only said this is what I intend to do. I had to go back and write it 

in isiXhosa … the proposal. First I had to get the supervisor who was going to agree on that. Professor 

Young was so helpful. He identified Professor Gxilishe to do it with me, which he really agreed, you know. 

He was so eager to take up the challenge and the … we met last year and he found out what the reason was 

and all of that kind of made me to talk about it. For when I took this study, I had to give him a proposal 

written in isiXhosa. So I started from there. After that proposal, after giving him my proposal, he corrected 

me from there. Then from there I identified that we are going to head for something. He is a professional 

who have studied, I mean who studied up until to the level of his … and he has been writing things in 

isiXhosa. And I am here and I am emerging, I am a student and maybe I am an upcoming academic as well 

trying to test things that were there all the time, you know. Starting to fit within their arguments that 
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language especially Professor Gxilishe that is what he said: “That language is a determinant of a child‟s 

success.” And if then the mother tongue is that determinant, we‟ll utilise it fully. So there is where I 

thought I would come up with … that was the angle I was looking at. When we agreed … I did my 

proposal, I did my first chapter and we … we kind of had a communication of having to submit things 

when they are done. But I must say I didn‟t have a clear process in my head in terms of what is going to be 

done, because I wanted to be correct. I wanted Professor Doug Young to know in the same language that I 

was using and that is English and I also wanted Professor Gxilishe to also could … understand what I was 

saying. Because he was the one who was going to pass me since my thesis was in Xhosa. So I think … I 

didn‟t … I lacked a clear process of working. So I was like working between the two of them not to be 

clear what to do. Until later when I really sat down and said: “What am I doing? What am I trying to 

achieve here? And whom shall I take as the person behind this work? Who must I go to when what has 

happened in terms of my Xhosa and all of that? So Professor Gxilishe took me along that process and I‟ve 

been able … I‟ve been able to pull it off until this far because I‟ve got a document that is bound together. 

By document bound together I mean I have all my chapters – from chapter one up to chapter six … you 

know. I‟ve got my chapter one highlighting what I intend to do and it was quite interesting and frustrating 

in that I didn‟t know how to say that this is an Introduction, an Interview or rather an Overview of my 

entire thesis. I had to look … for why I didn‟t have a clear head. There are so many words … Interviewer 

interrupts 

 

I: … In isiXhosa? 

 

MK: … In isiXhosa. One will understand imvulambethe. One wouldn‟t see the difference between intshayelelo, 

which is introduction and imvulambethe, which is an overview. One could come and argue and say actually 

an overview is not an imvulambethe, it is a process, which you oversee, which could be termed … eh … 

what is the word … apart from imvulambethe? There is another word, which could be easily used. I will 

come back to it. Which could easily be confused with overview. And that was exactly what I was doing. 

And the same thing with sub-questions you know, rather sub-topics. When I wanted to say … eh … hmm 

… when I wanted to raise issues like … hmm … the research design, do I say isakhiwo sophahla, you 

know or isakhiwo sophando? What do I call it? You know, because isakhiwo will be a building, which 

could also be a design, but who would approve of that because we do not have a dictionary that agrees to 

all these words? I didn‟t have a particular dictionary that was leading me. The only dictionary that I was 

using was the Arnold Fischer
14

 one in with collaboration Weiss, Tshabe & Mdala. This is a very old thing. 

Some of the concepts that I really wanted were not here. I think it is a 1975 something, which was revised 

in 1985, or it was first published in 1985 and all of that. But all of the concepts I wanted were not found 

here. If they were here, they really made me … left me shaking, you know in that some of the words are not 

                                                 
14

 The bilingual dictionary is by Fischer, A., Weiss, E., Mdala, E. & Tshabe, S. (1985) English Xhosa Dictionary. 

Cape Town: Oxford University Press.  
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words that I hear everyday, you know. But it helped me … it helped me to build … it would help me to 

understand issues. To such an extent that I was left with the option of the notion or the concept of coinage, 

where I would work from a concept, understand its meaning, the contextual meaning. Move away from the 

contextual meaning, I will be doing all that work in English. Say the concept I understand the meaning in 

English and go back and find the coinage or do the coinage in IsiXhosa. You can see what was happening, 

it was a task. That took me longer than I would have if I were writing in English. Hmm … it was quiet a 

task because my language isiXhosa is also not fully developed to the extent of writing in mathematics or 

writing in a mathematical context. So it is not fully utilised it is not fully developed, it is not fully … it is 

not fully there … equipped to do that. Hence I undertook this study. And one of the processes, when I was 

in the process of collecting the data … I selected schools … I selected a theme of my own before going 

there. I tried to find out the concept before getting there. I looked at iratio, I think they call it iratio, what 

else? Is ratio something contained? Then I realised that there was a lot that was going to be happening in 

that lesson because if you are discussing volume and capacity, there is no distinction … there is no 

distinction in isiXhosa. And I was sitting with a question: “How would I then make the learners to 

understand?” But when I got to the school, my theme was changed because when I got to the school they 

were busy with the fractions. So I thought instead of imposing what I have prepared let me rather work on 

what the teacher is working on … I teased out, I identified the concept that she was working around with 

the issue of fractions. What was involved in there? What was the language that the learners were using 

everyday? What were the sorts … what were the sorts of things that were fitting in? What is it that they 

could take from their everyday language into this particular lesson? The examples that we used as well, the 

readability of the textbook in terms of that particular theme, I looked at those things. One: I realised that the 

teacher was doing so much, trying to address the language issue before teaching the lesson. But the pitch at 

which she was coming was not suitable for the learners in that they really couldn‟t see the distinction 

because the examples that were used were really far off their context. To draw the illustration of ifraction 

(iqhezu), she was using a pizza. And I was sitting there thinking: “Why don‟t I allow an opportunity, you 

know, of saying let‟s do this in isiXhosa?” After the lesson I went to her and said: “I would like to redo 

this, both of us let‟s rework this lesson. And bring the example that the learners know from their own 

language. Examples, not only language but the area of where they stay and who they are and from … there 

the examples. And why don‟t we teach the fractions in isiXhosa, you know?” When we illustrate this, talk 

about iqhezu, that they will understand or iqhekeza for that matter. Just to illustrate the whole notion of a 

fraction. We went to class we did that. Instead of using a pizza, we decided to use isonka (umbhako), 

Uyawubona umbhako? 

 

I: Isonka sase khaya. 

 

MK: Isonka sase khaya. We used umbhako because a loaf of bread was not going to help us. We were not going 

to really give them this picture that we are talking about. So we took umbhako and we said: “you know 
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when you cut umbhako, you really do not have straight lines slices, you just cut everything. So when we 

put these things together they form … they are fractions. Then when we put them together they form one 

number, which is one umbhako.” Then it dawned to others … then … I think I will give you that either 

today or some day, where I am illustrating that whole and the language that was brought in there. And one 

of the learners was saying to me: “Now I understand. I have been always struggling to understand what are 

fractions and how do you know that you are making it; you are getting the sum correctly? What should be 

done so that when you put one slice of umbhako another slice of umbhako we get umbhako, but for you to 

get the whole of umbhako you have to put two pieces together and another piece, and another piece and 

another. And for me a whole number of questions is getting back to me, is getting clearer.” Then they wrote 

a test around that issue in terms of … hmm … who can go and  … I mean how many umbhakos would you 

get if you would use this much thing, you know? Would use this money for? How many pieces will you get 

in this sum? And these kids were able to tell us exactly. When they wrote the test in English half of the 

class passed, most of them failed! When they wrote … when they wrote in English. Because they wrote the 

test in English from the same theme … Interviewer interrupts 

 

I: … So half failed? 

 

MK: … Some of them … half of them failed because they were not really mathematicians, if I may say. Half of 

them were really mathematicians by nature because they were very brilliant, and there were those who were 

just there. They were the ones that were really not able to function with the test in English. But when they 

wrote in IsiXhosa we didn‟t have a failure. We only had like 8/20 instead of 1/20 or 2/20. The whole test 

was out of 30, so the lowest mark was around 12/30 while the case before we even had a zero and 1/30 or 

3/30. Also what was evident for me was not about the fraction. It was how questions were asked, the 

language of asking questions. The language that is used to process or the language that is used to get to 

understand the concept. That was the language that was causing problems for learners. Where you will be 

told that determine, determine the answer of this, simplify this you know. This is a fraction and when you 

say to them simplify this problem they don‟t understand what you mean by simplifying because to simplify 

in Xhosa is kukwenza lula making things easy … you make something easy that is what it means. So when 

you simplify by trying to make it easy what do you do? The language of making it easy was missing. 

Because also the textbook has got another language except simplify and the literal meaning is make it easy, 

and how do you make it easy? So that language was missing whenever it was conveyed in English, a lot 

was happening. Learners were sitting not understanding what was going on. So those were the things that 

were really coming out. As a result when the teacher would give them class work in the … you realised that 

they were getting stronger in even coming out and saying “I don‟t understand.” They could identify where 

exactly they did not understand. And what it is that they do not understand. Once there was that … it was a 

procedural thing. One: we had to identify the terms within that theme. Two: we had to teach those terms 

ngesiXhosa. Teach the whole lesson ngesiXhosa, but then first teach these terms loosely like ifraction, a 
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third (1/3), ihalf (1/2) and … what is the meaning of ihalf because outside of saying ihalf. Because we will 

always look at that type of level where we say ihalf and we think that learners understand. What is ihalf in 

their meaning? First you have to understand ihalf would be ipiece inye ya umbhako, you know usikwe 

phakathi and then what happens in the process is to put ezo halves together. Then it began to be really 

making sense, if there was really matters to it they could really understand. They were even making 

examples from their own understanding. And this became a very good thing. Then after doing that we had 

to go back and check if they could take these terms and use them or rather would identify them in another 

lesson. We brought back the lesson of the ratio and everything. When we brought back that lesson because 

questions are more or less the same like simplify, determine, solve for. What we realised when we say to 

learners “solve for” they know that they should have seen ingxaki before. So why should they solve in 

mathematics because there is no problem … akukho ingxaki, it is only the terms and phrases. It is only two 

times two (2 x 2) or x plus y plus this equal to this (x + y + z = w). So there is no problem there, what is it 

that they are going to solve? … laughs … So we had to kind of work around the language. What does solve 

mean in the mathematics context? What does identify mean? What does simplify mean? What does observe 

mean? Because … because of this outcomes based education there is a lot of talking rather using the 

traditional notations in their languages. Maybe Mark Abrahams
15

 is talking about that in his papers. Outside 

the story sums grows the problem because there is a lot of language and if you … you are taking learners 

and teaching them in English while IsiXhosa is also not fully developed they are not learning a language, 

they don‟t understand any language in the process. So what do you do? Your only people who will pass 

your mathematics are people who are brilliant in mathematics anyway. Those who have it as a mini God 

given gift, but those who are just learners, who are learning and struggling to get there, will one way or the 

other miss it unless they find other ways of going around it. Interviewer interrupts.  

 

I: Because then the language becomes a barrier. 

 

MK: Ja … language … the language itself becomes the barrier because there was one child who was regarded as 

if she is … I will call her Nosiphiwo. Nosiphiwo will be sitting there and I would say to her “ Do you 

understand?” She says “yes.” Then I will say, “What is it that you understand?” Because I used to sit 

among them when the teacher was teaching. Then I said, “Tell me what did you understand?” Then she 

said, “Ja I understood when the teacher was saying it.”  “But now let‟s take out the numbers and do it for 

me.” She says “ Oh I forgot it,” you know. Then I said, “but apply this.” Then she says, “but no I can‟t do 

it.” And then we will do it all of us in a group and talk. We use isiXhosa, you know and I will be saying, 

                                                 
15

 At the time of conducting this study Mark Abrahams was a CALLSSA Masters student. In his research he looks at 

the effect language has on the performance of learners in mathematics. Consequently in a preliminary study entitled 

„The Mathematics Achievement Scores of Grade 8 Learners When Tested in Two Different Assessment 

Formats‟ carried out in 2001, he juxtaposes the performance of a sample grade 8 learners in two achievement tests 

– one in the traditional (signs and symbols) mathematical textbook format and the other in sentence format 

(word sums). Abrahams found that there is a definite numerical link between language and performance in 

mathematics (see Abrahams 2001).  
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“now when the teacher says multiply it only mean … all you do, you …” in a situation when they have to 

multiply “… u ya phinda-phinda, wakugqiba uku phinda-phinda la manani, wo ngeza (that‟s add) … wo 

ngeza uhundred (100) after wo ngeza uhundred, u thabathe utwenty (20) then bangaphi o x 

abashiyekileyo?” You know. You multiply this number by this number add this particular number and then 

subtract. But all the conversation was in isiXhosa. It was … Oh what do you do with xa uphinda-phinda? It 

only means ten plus ten plus another ten (10 + 10 + 10 + …) plus another ten. If it is ten times ten (10 x 

10), it is abo ten abayi ten … 

 

I: … Abo ten abayi ten? 

 

MK: That is phinda. This is a Grade seven (7) class. And we so understand that we have missed the basics, we 

think that when we say phinda-phinda two it‟s enough, they know. But when you go to the actual stages of 

solving the problem, they can‟t see it. They could work with simple numbers, but when they have to carry 

over there was no language of saying carry over. I struggled myself. I was saying, “okay masithathe eli 

nane from the right silise ngapha, if it was … if it was say ten here and the … here, then we will do like this 

and say, let‟s thathe „uone‟ (unye) simse ngapha.” I will sometimes say, “simse ngapha sometimes say, 

sithwale because in English they say carry over” … laughs … so I will say sithwale and u kuthwala has 

many meanings. You‟re carrying, you‟re holding of course. So it‟s something that challenges one in 

thinking and that really pushed me to say, we do need a mathe … ma …. Mathematics … laughs … 

scientific terminology. For us to say our languages are developed. We need to have a science specific 

terminology or rather dictionary, which is in isiXhosa. We need to have a Geography specific terminology, 

all in IsiXhosa for the development of these languages. We also need to have written books, not to be 

written in English only but also to be written in isiXhosa. Where you will have your glossary of terms or 

you will have a whole chapter redone in isiXhosa or in both languages … I don‟t know. I don‟t know the 

actual approach, but we need to have isiXhosa developed just like any other language because what is the 

point of teaching a subject in isiXhosa and when learners will have to write, they write in English? Because 

the teacher was tempted to use isiXhosa all the time. She was using a lot of code switching and was … in 

the process of doing that there were two things that were happening: there were terms that she couldn‟t 

really fully explain in English, she would use isiXhosa. And when the learners were trying to record what 

she was saying, one brilliant learner was saying to me, “I wish she could just use isiXhosa, you know 

because when she moves between the two languages, while still trying to understand what she was saying 

in English, then she goes and uses isiXhosa … and I am just not knowing how to put this sentence together. 

If there was a situation where she would be systematic in using her language and just use isiXhosa, and if 

she realises that we haven‟t understood it then move to iEnglish, you know.” I realised that  … this … this 

was making sense. Something I never thought of, and it affirmed one thing that when you do use code 

switching students are not learning any language at the end. If they get confused by trying to work out the 

meaning of both these languages, in relation to the subject, then we are missing them somewhere. It really 
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challenged me to say, we need to have a mathematics book in isiXhosa. And also with the current textbook 

that I used, the English that is written there has to be written to accommodate an African language speaker. 

Because right now the kind of English that is there is not understood by the teachers … it is not understood 

by the teacher herself and it becomes very difficult when she tries to demystify these things … it becomes 

very much … there is no way in which you can deconstruct it and convey fruitful meaning that would help 

learners to understand fully. So I believe is … I am asking for much … I am really asking for much, but if 

we are going to be teaching in isiXhosa, which I am proposing, because the policy, the multilingual 

language policy says utilise all the languages … 

 

I: … All of them are official languages … 

 

MK: … Yes, they are all official languages. Let‟s work on that. Not only in teaching, but in different materials 

and in assessment as well. When the teacher is saying, “What is the point of teaching them in isiXhosa? For 

me this is a once off thing. You are only doing this for now with me, but when you leave here I won‟t have 

time to write a test or questionnaire in isiXhosa and in English at the same time. And accommodating 

learners to write in whichever language they wish they wanted to use. Because I am working against the 

timetable, I am working against the time frame, not even of my side but of these HOD‟s of the particular 

subject, who is also governed by the department. So I don‟t have the liberty to do what we‟ve been doing 

together.” So there are so many constraints around this thing, but it is a possibility that has to be done. It 

doesn‟t have to be perfect, but it has to be done. Because it proved that it could be done. We do have the 

vocabulary, okay; we need to fully develop it, that‟s all. By fully develop I mean utilise isiXhosa as a 

language of testing, a language of assessing. Utilise isiXhosa in subjects fully in teaching. Yes, I do not 

dispute the fact that people have to learn English. You‟ve got countries that are doing that. And they come 

to read papers at conferences, using English at a communicative level, but that doesn‟t deny them of the 

degrees that they have because they did them … 

 

I: … In their indigenous languages … 

 

MK: Exactly! So what‟s wrong with us? We can do it … we can do it. It is only serving me to be conversing 

because I am also not a lexicographer I am just a child who is learning … Laughs … 

 

I: Okay … Okay … then … then that brings me to the next question … 

 

MK: Okay. 
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I: … As you were busy doing your research obviously you had to get … now your secondary sources that you 

had to go to surely were books? Now … hmm … was there sufficient material for you to conduct your 

research effectively? 

 

MK: No  …  No! 

 

I: Now how did you go around it? 

 

MK: Every single book was in English. There was no book that was written in IsiXhosa. And it was at that time 

when PRAESA was there. I think they were busy with the same project as well. But what really helped me 

well was the fact that we were busy with the Concept Literacy Project at CALLSSA
16

. That‟s what really 

framed and shaped my way of approaching the whole notion of coining, forming up concepts. That‟s what 

really helped me, because there isn‟t sufficient material. That is something that … our languages are not 

fully developed in terms of print. They are not anywhere … hmm … All what I had were people arguing 

about like the honourable Minister Mangena, the then Minister of Arts and Culture rather the then Deputy 

Minister of Education
17

. He was arguing that the fact African languages students are not doing well in 

schools is because he foresees a language problem, and I fully agree with him. André Gum was also talking 

about the same thing. He was the MEC of Education in the Western Cape. He was saying they are trying to 

find out what the problem is and already research is saying there has to be a retaining of teachers and I 

agree with it. Why? African languages are excluded in the training of teachers. There is exclusion; they 

only do their own languages, their mother tongue as a subject. If it could be taught how one could give a 

lesson in one‟s own language I think it would help. But as for now it is excluded ……… that is why it is 

not functioning. And you also have … Professor Gxilishe also argued the same thing … You also … also 

Professor Doug Young has written some stuff or some papers around arguing, you know the promotion of 

using the … rather the African languages. Because he sees the potential through this Concept Literacy 

Project, he saw the potential and those … that was the only literature I could find. I couldn‟t find anything 

that addresses the subject … the … the terms. I couldn‟t find anything. 

 

I: So what happened now? You had to go to the material in English, read it and then translate into isiXhosa?  

 

MK: I couldn‟t translate I had to make out the meaning … 

 

I: Oh. So you coined … 

 

                                                 
16

 See footnotes 13 and 15 above. 
17

 At the time of conducting this research the honourable Dr Mangena was no longer the Deputy Minister of 

Education but the Minister of the newly established Ministry of Science and Technology. 
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MK: „Ja‟. I coined because when I translated I had a problem. When I would be translating say for instance I am 

looking at this term, people would be saying … eh … it would directly be translating a term like … hmm 

… well let me just say if you would be translating a term it would really give you a meaning that is not 

contextual. It will just give you any other meaning … hmm … like iangle, iangle would be imbombo, some 

people will say imbombo, meaning a corner which could be any corner, which is not really … which can‟t 

be really … who can‟t say it can be used in a mathematical context unless it‟s taught to be imbombo and 

one would say icala. The same thing with dimension where you will have icala, you will have … while it 

means something else totally different in a mathematics context. So it is no longer icala in mathematics. 

When you are saying, “I am looking at the dimension … from this dimension, you know.” You don‟t do 

that in mathematics. You are looking for a … you are sure about a certain dimension. So you know you 

find those things that they are … Ja … Ja … they really limit you in terms of that. So what I would use as 

secondary sources would be people. Where perhaps I go for people and say “… hmm … do you understand 

me when I say this? … laughs. Do you understand me when I say this?” And Professor Gxilishe would 

laugh at me, at some stage, not really laughing at me because … laughs … I was making a fool of myself 

but laugh at me because he saw the passion - that I wanted to do this. But also wanted to get some terms 

correct, you know. And he would laugh and say, “Somi, we don‟t say that … man … not in this context,” 

you know. Then I would be like “Oh” and I would have to go and rework, but it really helped me because I 

was able to produce things that I believed in from working on that context in English and then … Xhosa … 

 

I: Now my next question would be … there is this view that African Indigenous Languages, languages like 

isiXhosa lack technical vocabulary, which you talked about and are therefore unable to … to be used at a 

high status level of accessing knowledge. Now my question would have been what is your is your view on 

this issue, but I think you have covered it a lot … 

 

MK: „Ja‟. 

 

I: … In the things that you have been saying … but maybe one can just pass this issue. 

 

MK: „Ja‟, but as I was saying, you know, I believe the vocabulary is there is a matter of developing it and 

revisiting it. What could be done coining, developing these concepts? 

 

I: So you don‟t subscribe to the idea that … 

 

MK: No I don‟t. I don‟t. I don‟t … laughs. 

 

I: Okay … okay. Now given that English is the language of academic discourse at UCT, where you … you 

did your Masters with … with CALLSSA. How then did you and your supervisor or supervisors come 
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around this potential problem or hurdle? To say that a language of discourse … how then do you convince 

the examining body in terms of assessment … hmm … that they must come and assess your dissertation 

which is written in isiXhosa. How did you come around that problem? 

 

MK: Well, one thought about the issue of external examining and I felt well we do have the department of 

African languages at UCT. And I believe its mandate is to make sure that African languages are developed 

and are taught and are given the status that they deserve. I assume that should be their mandate. And as I 

was sitting there I also understood that there were Professors who were writers of IsiXhosa even before I 

entered at tertiary whether institutions of higher learning, which could be utilised in the process, you know. 

I mean I have read books that were written by them and these people are still alive and they are still 

standing for the power, not really the power, but they are still standing there for the revival of isiXhosa. 

And they are also responding to the same issues that you are raising, of how do we make languages share 

the same equal status. They have been vocal about it, you‟ve got Professor Satyo at UCT, you‟ve got 

Professor Mthuze, and you‟ve got Professor Dadezweni. You‟ve got so many people who are really 

brilliant in this field. Who have been there advocating for the promotion of African languages and I believe 

that they were not just advocating, they were also saying they can do something to contribute. I see, when 

they mark my paper. Whoever marks my paper would be contributing to making isiXhosa, to getting 

isiXhosa that status. Whoever will be doing that and that will be my take to it, and that was the attitude I 

carried with when I wanted to do this. If they are there let‟s utilise them. They are saying utilise isiXhosa 

fully develop it. And I am saying, “no fine, I will help you to help me, to help isiXhosa get the status … 

laughs … 

 

I: So you are "action(ing)" what the law advocates?     

 

MK: Yes. Because if we are not doing it who is going to do it? It can be on paper, it has to be done. It has to be 

done. 

 

I: Okay … okay … 

 

MK: Yes. 

 

I: No … No … thank you it‟s a fair answer 

 

MK: … Laughs … yes … laughs 

 

I: Now apart from the issues that you have raised so far … you have raised a lot of issues by the way. What 

can you say were the other challenges because you talk with passion, you come across as someone who 
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talks with passion. Now what were the other challenges that you might not have covered that came with 

you opting to write your dissertation in isiXhosa? 

 

MK: Challenges could be that one: you see isiXhosa is quite like in other African languages I will call it rich. It 

is a very rich language. Is … is a language of metaphor, a language of idioms, a language of identity. For 

you to should have written in isiXhosa you really have to rhyme and do all those sort of things. The 

academic discourse removes it from you, that‟s one thing I had to struggle with. How do I remove my 

identity from this paper? And that is a limitation to me I would have wanted a situation where the paper 

would just allow me to go on and praise within writing. There was no place to do that … laughs … because 

I had to … I had to be cognisant of the sense that I am writing an academic paper. That doesn‟t require my 

rhyming, my proverbs because it is translated to be repetition in a western thinking … western thinking or 

academic thinking? I don‟t know how to put it. But with me in academia is looked at as repetition and my 

African way of doing it is not a repetition, it‟s emphasis and showing that this is my language and this is 

what I am saying around it. When you rhyme you put a point of emphasis on something and it really sells 

all the passion that we have about it. That was challenge number one. Another challenge was that there was 

no monolingual dictionary that really supported what I really wanted to do or responded to … to the 

coining process I was involved in. There was no monolingual dictionary and … hmm … there is also no 

standardised version of the terms to say if we all agree that … hmm … because ifraction has about six... 

provided in isiXhosa. There was no version that says for a mathematics context we will take iqhezu or 

iqhekeza, you know. There is no standardised something that says this and the whole issue of African 

languages is quite complex because that is being influenced by regional … hmm … what? Where we come 

from in terms of regions. 

 

I: Regional dialects. 

 

MK: Yes … „Ja‟ … Thank you. I would be having this dialect while my supervisor would be sitting with this 

kind of dialect, but he‟s been very okay because as long as I am able to make him understand and convince 

him in what I am saying he had never punished me for using this concept or this, but he would rather say to 

me it would be quite dangerous for us to use this because it is quite vulnerable to this and this and this and 

this meaning for this particular context. Ja, that was a challenge for me, but that it is something that I had to 

really work around and learn to know the process of writing. 

 

I: Now let us come to your work situation … 

 

MK: Yebo. 
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I: What was the initial reaction of your colleagues at work when they came to know about your intentions as 

regards the medium through which your dissertation will be written? 

 

MK: My best friend Bongiwe Bangeni … was so … I am still saying … when I said I am going to write my 

dissertation in isiXhosa … she said, “wow … I admire you.” … laughs … “Are you sure you want to do 

it?” And I said, “Ja” and I argued that it had to be tested. And all she said was, “I wish you the best of luck. 

I can‟t do it … I can‟t do it.” I said, “I cannot be seen to be saying, affirm the African languages, develop 

African languages, someone has to pioneer that.” Someone has to say. “I tried and it did work or I tried it 

but it couldn‟t work out because of a, b, c, d or this.” But this time I am not allowing it not to work. I will 

do whatever it takes to make it work. Because if we are all … if all academics, emerging academics and 

experienced ones. If we are all advocating that isiXhosa has to be utilised and has to be fully developed 

then we have to do it. It can‟t be done by just presenting papers at conferences arguing that it has to be 

given equal status. Someone has to show that it has to be given an equal status because somebody else 

somewhere tried to do it, tried to write an exam in isiXhosa, tried to do a … tried to give a lesson in 

isiXhosa. So really we have to do it if we can‟t do it who is … I mean how are we going to showcase the 

fact that it can or it cannot? How can we prove that? 

 

I: If we don‟t do it? 

 

MK: If we don‟t do it? So I opted to do it as a trial kind of thing … 

 

I: And they wished you good luck? 

 

MK: They wished me good luck and they were … some of them were like … “Oh … Oh.” Some of them were 

saying, because I think I also chose the group of people to talk to. Dr Rochelle Kapp
18

 was like, “go for it, 

do it.” But they all had quite … they will say, “go for it, do it” and say, “don‟t you think that it is going to 

be difficult? Won‟t it take you too much time?” But still they were encouraging me and every now and 

again they will be saying, “How are you doing? How are you doing? How is it going? You know. They 

really enjoyed the fact that I was enjoying it, you know. They felt good about that, Ja. 

 

I: Now … now that your … your project is almost complete … your thesis is going for examination. What are 

their views? 

 

MK: Hmm … well … some of them have kind of attached this to my personality. Where they are saying, “we 

knew you will do it,” you know. “We know you will do it,” you know, “you will survive it, we know that 

…” And if something has to be tested … now that I am where I am everybody is like, “wow … but you are 
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brave, wow because I could have never done it.” And these are people who speak isiXhosa. And you know 

wherever I … actually with others when I …  when I talk about this thing they look at me and ask me, “Are 

you okay here upstairs … laughs … because I don‟t see myself doing that because I speak isiXhosa but I 

do not have isiXhosa at home even though I speak isiXhosa. Now that I have English but I don‟t have it to 

the extent of writing in it. I can‟t utilise isiXhosa in my writing.” Well in the mathematics context what are 

we doing about it? You know. But when you begin to take a person step by step and saying, “actually for 

me it was a revival issue as well because it … it was a wake up something that says, “Oh actually we do 

have those concepts sitting somewhere or we do not have these concepts but we do have a mathematical as 

Africans as well. Mathematics is not new; it is something that we live with everyday. But how do we then 

change or transfer the concepts that we use in everyday life to what we are doing now? Was an issue for me 

and that was the only thing that I had to work around but it proved to me we don‟t only have mathematics 

concepts but we also have mathematics in everyday life. 

 

I: No … no … that‟s interesting … your dissertation in isiXhosa …  

 

MK: It is in isiXhosa. 

 

I: … How accessible do you think it would be, given that isiXhosa is not spoken and used as widely as say 

English at institutions, in particular of Higher Learning in South Africa, especially in like your institution 

UCT? 

 

MK: Well … I … I … I see the thesis accessible in that all these years we have been using other language 

services that are available to access things that are written in English. So I think the same thing will be 

happening for those who cannot speak isiXhosa or utilise isiXhosa but the abstract is written in English 

exactly to tell the next person what is contained in this thesis. If they want to utilise it to argue whatever it 

is, they then have to employ the other language services that are available. I am not sure whether I am 

creating jobs here or what … laughs … 

 

I: Yes … you are … laughs … 

 

MK: … But it also means that anyone who wants to access that thesis fully except for what he‟s been told by the 

abstract, will have to go further and utilise other services, the translation services that we have available in 

this country. That will be one way of affirming his or her own knowledge. So I still say it is available but 

utilise other sources … 

 

I: To get that information? 
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MK: Yes. 

 

I: Okay. So now who are your … your targeted audience … because as an academic document it would 

obviously be people in academia? 

 

MK: „Ja‟ … people in academia … my targeted audience are people in academia, people at schools … do you 

call them … are they academia as well? … laughs … People at schools, the teachers there. Teachers are 

my target audience, learners are my target audience and language people are my audience. Researchers are 

my audience. So you‟ve got a whole range of people being the target audience. 

 

I: No … I hear you. 

 

MK: Laughs … 

 

I: Now, Madam in what ways do you think now … I think you have covered it indirectly when you talked 

about translation services in South Africa and being modest when you said you were not sure whether you 

create jobs or not. But in what ways do you think your dissertation will contribute towards multilingual 

awareness at UCT? 

 

MK: It will. It really will contribute because it will really portray UCT not me. It will portray UCT as an 

institution that takes up and implements the policies that are invented. Why invent a policy or even adopt it, 

a policy in multilingualism, if it is not going to be in place? So it really places UCT at very high profile 

ladder in terms of the society. It only serves UCT. UCT is not only an International University, but is an 

intercultural University that accommodates and embrace the diversity that‟s within there and it also 

responds to the National Language Policies that are there, because it is within the framework of the 

National Language Policy through the National Curriculum Statement of 2002, that all languages should be 

utilised fully in … hmm … not only in Higher Learning but other sectors of learning as well. 

 

I: So UCT is taking the lead? 

 

MK: Lead … UCT through me … UCT through me … laughs … is doing that. Is doing that. 

 

I: Now well I think you have covered this but let me just venture to ask it in another way. Are you not 

worried, I heard you saying that there is a pool of people, Professors who are retired, who are out there who 

can serve as examiners of your thesis. But let me get to the question. Are you not worried about the issue of 

assessment? Are there people who are capable of assessing your work through isiXhosa?  
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MK: „Ja‟, I am not worried. I have already cited people that I know like Professor Mthuze and the … the … 

Professor Gxilishe and the other group of people I think BoMama Mgabadeli and some other people. They 

were working on a multilingual dictionary as we speak, that is subject specific, I believe in Fort Hare. I 

think the one time I saw it, it was on television, and they were working on this one. So I see that other 

people are also taking the initiative in one way or the other. So I am not worried about that. You got people 

at Stellenbosch; you‟ve got people at UCT; you‟ve got people at Rhodes; you‟ve got people at Fort Hare; 

you‟ve got people at home. So I don‟t see that as a challenge. All that I see happening is that as I have 

already mentioned the issue of regional dialects. It could only be saying to me do more in correcting your 

chapters. Do more in terms of trying to use the language that the supervisors … not the supervisors, the 

examiners will be comfortable with. That will be … Well I will not be disputing anything because these are 

people who are experienced in the language more than I am, you know. I am just coming up, you see. They 

are quiet experienced. I am not worried, in fact they will structure it, they will contribute to that thesis. 

They will contribute towards that thesis. I am not worried about it. It may delay me, but I am not worried 

about that. It is something that I am willing to take. 

 

I: That is encouraging to hear. Now are there any other issues you would like to share with us … hmm … that 

we did not cover in this interview, or do you think we have covered most of the issues? 

 

MK: Well I think one way or the other I have covered most of the issues, but I think what I foresee doing … 

hmm … as another step from here is not only to say let‟s coin, but it is a matter of coining. Maybe … hmm 

… or really publicising that, but talking to people with … in the field and see what is it that could be done 

in the affirming of languages but also I must … but I have already spoken of the complexity of writing in 

the languages. That you really don‟t have a standardised format … the dictionary that is there guiding you 

and the same understanding with other people, you know. Those were the kinds of challenges. But other 

than that I think this is just a step that has to be stretched further and then it can work … it can work, it can 

work, it only says to me do more … do more. The only thing that has worried me all along was, after, 

submitting each and every chapter, it was what to expect? What is it that I should expect? I am speaking 

isiXhosa from Port Elizabeth, Professor Gxilishe is speaking isiXhosa from his own area, and he‟s been 

writing, he‟s been assessing, he‟s been doing something in isiXhosa and what is he going to tell me now? 

That was my main worry. But I think it also served to us who pursue to do the same thing, make sure that 

you are closer to the people who know the language best. Make sure that you are closer to them. Then that 

helps a lot. 

  

I: So you use them as a resource? 

 

MK: Use them as a resource more than going to them when there are problems. Use them as a resource, this is 

what I intend to do: “Is it okay if I approach it in this way or that way? These are the concepts that I have, 
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how do they go within you?” And that is something that I really didn‟t do much and I realised it later in the 

study that I should have been … I should have been talking to many people. I should have been conversing 

to so many people. 

 

I: So you are saying the knowledge … the rich knowledge is out there? 

 

MK: It‟s out there … 

 

I: With the language … 

 

MK: It is contained within individuals. That‟s the thing. They‟re walking with it. It is not documented 

somewhere and that‟s my cry. It‟s not written somewhere, because when you go to them, they are rich in 

understanding these things. But they are not somewhere documented in isiXhosa, exactly what I want. 

 

I: So we need now to take that issue of … our knowledge embedded in what we call oral tradition … we need 

then to write. 

 

MK: Yes … Masibhale, masibhale. 

 

I: Okay … Sisi ke ngoku, my last question. 

 

MK: Yes. 

 

I: You wrote your dissertation in isiXhosa, you are very passionate about what you have done. Throughout 

the interview you showed passion for writing in isiXhosa. But nonetheless you agreed to give an interview 

in English. Are there any particular reasons for this? 

 

MK: And the reason for that, I speak isiXhosa and I assume the person interviewing me … O bua Setswana … 

seVenda … O bua isiXhosa hanyane, and I realised that okay I will do accommodation I will speak the 

universal language. Only to accommodate the person … 

 

I: You‟ll compromise? 

 

MK: I will compromise my belief, you know. It is not for a bad course, it is for a good course that tries to say, 

why are we doing this and why do we intend doing it? Because I believe for someone reading this, the 

thesis that you are going to be producing after you have analysed all this, will be saying, “ah, if it could 

happen in isiXhosa … a ke ngwale, a ke ngwale ka Setswana … ahe, you know … a ke ngwale ka 
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Setswana … a ke “try” ka seZulu, a ke “try” ka seNdebele, a ke “try” ka seVenda. I am sure there will be a 

lot of people who will be doing that. And maybe your thesis will help people to be curious more to go and 

access my thesis as well. I … I … I see it happening that way. 

I: Now can you give us just one short … eh … either two, three, four sentences as a conclusion but saying it 

in isiXhosa … 

 

MK: Wow! 

 

I: … which one can capture in this interview. What is the refrain of something that you want to say, leave … 

isiXhosa in terms of the significance of writing … hmm … move away from talking and advocating but 

getting into doing, like you have done. Say it in isiXhosa sase Bhayi
19

. 

 

MK: E sase Bhayi. Into endingayitsho ndibulela uProfessor Young ngokukholelwa ukubana lento ingenzeka, 

ndingabhala ngesiXhosa. Ndingazibuza iQuestions zam ngesiXhosa ndigayokuthetha nabantu ngesiXhosa 

kuba ulwimi esinalo luyasivumela ukuba masilisebenzise. Imiqathango esiyibekelweyo ngabasiphetheyo 

“if” ulwimi si siXhosa masilisebenzise, njengaliphina nelinye ulwimi. Ngoko ke ndakuthi ndakuya kuye 

nalombono ukuba mna ndifuna ukubhala ngesiXhosa zangabone ngxaki kulonto. Into awayenzayo 

wandidibanisa nabanye abantu “and” ndiyambulela noProfessor Gxilishe akazange athi kum hayi hayi 

izakuba ngumsebenzi omninzi lona, wasuka wathi nje masiyenze uba ulungile nje ntombazana masiyenze. 

Saqhubeka ke sasebenza sobabini kwaqala nje kwakuhle indlela saqulunqa indlela esizakusebenza ngayo, 

Saqulunqa imihlangano yethu, saqulunqa ukuba ndimnika xa kutheni umsebenzi naye aziphinde xa kutheni. 

Sisebenza kakuhle nangoku “and” kude kwalapha bendincedile. Ndibulela nje elothuba lokuba, iUCT 

ivumele okokuba masingathethi nje masenze. Ixesha lokuthetha ligqithile sonke sikhala ngento enye 

aziphuhliswanga ilwimi zethu, aziphuhliswanga ilwimi zethu! Kodwa sithi abanga ziphuhlisiyo yilonto 

ndiqondile mna mandithabathe unyawo ndiyenze lento sithetha ngayo, masingalibali kukuthetha nje. 

Ndifike abantu efield(ini) yolwimi bethetha, xa kuthethwa ngolwimi ufike abantu bekhalaza ndaqonda hayi 

andifuni kubancedisa ndifuna ukulitshintsha ngokuthi ndiyenze. Ndaqonda mandiyeke ukuthetha 

mandivele ndenze nje. Enye into eyandikhuthazayo kulo nyaka uphelileyo sikuICASA bonke abantu bathi 

“Yho kudala lento siyinqwenela” ewe abantu bethetha besuka koUNISA (University of South Africa), 

bonke nje besithi “Kudala lento siyinqwenela qha besingayibambi kakuhle singayenza njani ngoku UCT 

nisincedile nathi sizibona”, zange bathi “Sibongile,” bathi “UCT nisincedile ngoku sibona indawo 

yokungena yilonto nam ndimbulela uProf. Young, ndiyayibulela ibodi yolwimi yaseUCT ibavumela 

abafundi babhale ngolwimi abafuna ukubhala ngalo, ndiyababulela ngezonto ezo banganeli kukuqulunqa 

nje umgaqo othi makusetyenziswe ulwimi “but” xa kufuneka mawenziwe. Ndiyabulela kakhulu.  
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 eBhayi in isiXhosa refers to Port Elizabeth (in the Eastern Cape  Province). Accordingly, „isiXhosa sase Bhayi‟ 

means the Xhosa dialect spoken in the Port Elizabeth area. 
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Interview ends 

 

NB:  All the isiXhosa transcribing in this interview transcript was verified by Babalo Lufefe Sohena an 

Educator attached to Heideveld Senior Secondary School, Heideveld, Cape Town, Western Cape Province.  

 

He listened to the original recording several times and effected corrections to my transcribing and did the 

transcribing of the conclusion to this interview as it is in isiXhosa and presented a challenge to me.    
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Appendix 5 

 

Interview Transcript of Naledi
20

 Studying Sociology & isiXhosa and was a 

registered Student at UCT 
 

 

Interview Date: 29 November 2004   Place: CALLSSA Office Beattie Bld. UCT 

N: Naledi (Interviewee)     I: Gao (Interviewer) 

 

I: Good morning ma‟am … eh … Thank you for agreeing to come to this follow-up interview. Now 

let me just say from the onset that this is a follow-up interview to the questionnaire we gave you 

sometime ago. Therefore our questions will relate to some of the responses to the questions that 

you responded to in the questionnaire. My first question says: when I looked through the 

questionnaire, I see that at home you use your primary language, your mother tongue, which is 

Sesotho. You use it for 90% of the time, while on campus and in social circles you say you use 

Sesotho 10% on campus and 30% in social circles. Is there any reason why? 

 
N: „Ja‟. There is a reason why I use … I mean my language more at home and less with my friends 

and other people at campus. The reason being at home most of my family members can‟t speak 

English or any other language, so I am actually forced to speak my … I mean language, which is 

Sesotho. Then on campus or rather here at UCT … Eh … I‟ve got a mixture of friends, they are 

Zulu, Xhosa, Sotho and mostly Tswana. So I actually have to mix my language when I socialise 

and I mostly use Sotho. My other Sotho folks because they really get irritated when we sort of 

speaking other languages other than Sotho. So with my other Tswana friends, I speak between 

Tswana and Sotho because we can understand each other quite well in both languages. So it‟s 

most hard for Tswana people to understand Sotho. I don‟t know why but it actually get … sort of 

switch between the three Sotho, Tswana and English. 

 

I: Okay … so you speak Sotho less when you are on campus? 

 

N: Yes I do. 

 

 

I: Okay … now then on the questionnaire you indicated that you use English 90% of the time 

generally … 
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 This is not the interviewee‟s real name. In the analysis of responses of students to the questionnaire the 

interviewee is known as Respondent 4. However for purposes of this interview her fictitious name is 

Naledi.  

Univ
ers

ity
 O

f C
ap

e T
ow

n 



 2 

N:  Hmm … 

 

I: … Is there any reason why you would use English … generally you use it 90% of the time. Why 

not Sotho and Tswana? Eh … why should you use English more? 

 

N: I think it is in relation to my academic state. The fact that I am in the process of studying and all 

those kinds of things. I mostly prefer to use English because it helps me out in most cases like at 

school, like at varsity … we use English most of the time, we read articles written in English. So it 

is quite easier in that way to sort of understand whatever I am doing if I am more familiar with 

English other than my language, because it is quite hard to use it … I mean my language at school 

… I mean I don‟t even use it in any way. So that is why I prefer to sort of use English or rather it 

happens … I mean unintentionally. 

 

I: Okay … Okay … Now if you were to be taught in Sesotho … Hmm … at UCT would you then 

otherwise also be using Sesotho 90% of the time? 

 

N: Of course, there is one thing of me using the … I mean English language in most of my social 

aspect … or anything to make myself familiar with English in some cases. So if ever I was to be 

lectured or whatever done it in my own language, obviously I will use my language in most cases, 

and I wouldn‟t find any reason why … I mean … I would rather … „Ja‟ prefer to use my own 

language in most cases. I would only use these other languages in the social aspects … and so on. 

 

I: Okay … Okay … that is fair enough! Now in the questionnaire you also mention that, that the 

other language that you understand is isiZulu … 

 

N: Yep! 

 

I: … Now how did you come across this language seeing that your primary language is Sesotho and 

you have been speaking to us about … having Tswana friends, Xhosa friends and so on, but you 

say isiZulu. How did you come across isiZulu? 

 

N: The thing is back home you‟ve got some other I mean … you‟ve got people from other ethnic 

groups so to say, like you‟ve got Xhosa and then you‟ve got a little bit of Zulu and in most cases 

you find that people migrate to South Africa and then they come back with different languages of 

which Zulu is one of those languages that they mostly come speaking – Zulu and Tswana or rather 

Pedi. Some of them is Afrikaans, but people mostly speak to you or rather … I mean speak Zulu 

or Xhosa so … „Ja,‟ I think that is where I picked it up. 
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I: Okay … no, fair enough. Now you also mentioned that when you speak to your grandparents you 

use Sesotho only, but when you speak to your mother and your father you use Sesotho and another 

South African language more often than English. Why? 

 

N: The fact is my grandparents bona they only know Sesotho. So if ever I would make a mistake, 

saying any English word … Ha … Ha ... Ha … I could … they would really think I am 

disrespectful. 

 
I: Is it? 

 

N: … Eh … by the way I understand gore it would be selfish of me to say something that they 

wouldn‟t understand while on the other side bona they say almost everything that I could really 

understand. So I think it is more or less a … to show that I am still, I mean … using my own 

language and I really like it or I mean I am not ashamed of it, because in most cases you find that 

… I mean, the more you get educated the more people get to really sort of dislike their language or 

whatever. But at home it is really I mean … for our, my grandparents … it‟s a surprise that … I go 

back … I make sure that I really speak Sotho … and there is nothing fishy that has happened to 

me. 

 

I: Now that you are saying that … can you quickly share with us when you are on campus because 

English is the language that you have been taught in … and is the language of education, you 

speak it 90% of the time. You go home, you speak 90% of the time Sesotho … 

 

N: Hmm … hmm … 

 

I: … Now can you explain to us what happens to you  … eh … when this … when this takes place? 

Is there anything that happens to you or you just feel normal? How do you … how do you cope? 

That for a particular time (3 months or so), 90% is English, a month or so 90% is Sesotho. How do 

you get it right? Are there any difficulties that you experience?  

 

N: Ah … ah … of course. But sometimes it is a matter of … I think time as and how long I have been 

in a place. There I come to Cape Town, I meet these kind of mixed people. Sometimes is … more 

or less I mean for a week. It‟s hard to sort of really click to the formal way of speaking like 

speaking in English, you know, does whatever in English. I mean I think we actually fake it. As 

and when we are here we really try by all means to be western. And then when we get home you 

are really you. So that‟s the thing, we actually fake our identities that kind of thing. So it is not that 

easy. Because as I said at home you find yourself you are speaking with other peers or brothers 

and sisters who really never had that kind of experience of going to school. The fact that you used 
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to speak English with people of your age makes it more difficult to come down to their level and 

then speak only or purely Sotho. So you sort of mix it and then at the end of the day you‟ll hear 

rumours that O wa phapha (She thinks she is better or she is now educated or she is a teacher, she 

is) you know all these kinds of words. And then when you come back here you find yourself 

speaking your language and then you hear things like “Ah she is really African, I am telling you, 

and she is Sotho.” So these kinds of things are really making us or … confused. But ke that is the 

kind of life that we live now, we are coconuts, bananas whatever. While you are there you are 

something that you really not are, but I am … I am sure that I feel more comfortable at home than 

here. Because that‟s what I am, I am being me! 

 

I: So … so are you saying the atmosphere at UCT makes you not to be … to be you? 

 

N: Of course … laughs … I am … I am really not what I am at home. The way I think like you sort 

of think of a lot of things here: appearance and how am I like? How is my English? Sometimes we 

don‟t even participate in the lecture because I think … hmm … my English is too bad. So I prefer 

to listen to whatever they are saying and then I keep my knowledge in. I would rather go meet my 

lecturer after this and then I may talk face to face rather than in the lecture. So I mean it‟s boring, I 

am not who I am, I am not that free … I am not really free. 

 

I: But so if … what … what would make you feel free?  

 

N: Expressing myself in my language. One thing is if you listen to, I mean to English speakers they 

make more valid reasons because they‟ve got these good words to use. So wena with your 

language you are still translating – „what am I gonna say if I want to say I mean … this thing in a 

very powerful and strong way that this lecturer can understand what I mean or my classmates 

should understand what I want to say.‟ So the fact that you … you really have to translate almost 

everything, it makes … I mean … bad for me, its really … I hate it! 

 

I: But if you take the language policy of multilingualism, which says that all languages must be used 

eh, … what will your response be to that? In the event say now … eh … come 2005 we will try to 

teach the languages of the students. If you are Sotho-speaking, speak your Sotho and then 

someone will translate into English … 

 

N: … Laughs …  

 

I: … How will your … what will your response be to that? 
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N: For me that will be great, but … laughs … its funny because … laughs … I just can‟t see that 

happening. I mean … I think it is impossible … looking at UCT, I mean looking at people who are 

here … Oh my God! Haka … Interviewer interrupts! 

I: What makes it impossible in your view? Do you think that … Interviewee interrupts! 

N: No! The fact is I mean the courses that we are doing, they are mostly I mean … what can I say? 

They are … they are actually done in a way that they were I mean they were formed and 

formulated in English and everything that is being done on it is just English, and the way we do 

things is western, is English … if ever English can match my western thing, I mean the way I 

understand it. So taking me sitting down and then being lectured and then asked to respond in my 

language or rather being lectured in my language and then the other person who might be doing 

the same courses done in Venda and the other one Tswana and the other one Tsonga … I am 

telling you I just don‟t find it possible, but he it‟s I mean it‟s really not … I … I …  

 

I: So you think the problem is the culture at UCT? It is western and English? 

 

N: “Ja,” of course! UCT is just western. So I just can‟t find … I mean UCT being African … 

 

I: … But UCT is an African university … world class African university? 

 

N: I mean it‟s … hmm … hmm … its not … I mean … I mean it is a world-class university as in a 

western way … not that it serves the African. I mean … I mean for me I would say like UCT … 

USA or whatever European country in Africa … not really … I mean … I mean for heaven‟s sake 

this is not Africa, I mean we are not Africans here (at UCT) … laughs … 

I: Now tell me what suggestions do you have … hmm … in dealing with this language issue? How 

would you advise UCT to do it? To try and accommodate African students who otherwise don‟t 

feel confident to speak. Who would meet the lecturer after class and not speak in class. What 

would you suggest should really happen to try and solve some of these problems, in your view? 

 

N: So far I don‟t really have something better to say as in looking at the way things are being done 

now and the fact that we do want to meet the … I mean the world market I mean … I mean to 
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education and that stuff. I don‟t think that there is anything to do because everything is just being 

globalised. So if we say UCT should be … I mean should be more of … „Ja‟ … should be more 

African. We are really trying to develop something else other than what the world is up to. So 

UCT being the world-class university it has to go with whatever the world is up to. So whatever is 

… as far as the world is concerned, whatever is African is really backwards. It‟s not it, it‟s not 

developed, it‟s not whatever. So whatever we might think, Africans or Africa would do, western 

norms and all that kinds of stuff, given actually intervening with us. I mean it would be taking us 

back to the place where I don‟ think most of us would really like to be as in … you know, we are 

already poisoned that whatever we had was wrong. So I don‟t think there is anything you can say 

at this stage. It is just to make it more and more western. 

 

I: Okay, even if it won‟t make you feel comfortable, but you will go that route. Okay fine. I see in 

the questionnaire you say that when you are talking to your sisters, brothers and friends in the 

lecture halls, you use more English than Sesotho or any other South African language. What are 

the reasons? Surely your brothers and sisters back home … Interviewee interrupts. 

 

N: Sometimes … it is … out of curiosity or rather pride just to show hore I have learnt this other new 

language. So I would like to introduce them to that kind of a language. „Ja,‟ sometimes with my 

friends, just because … I mean I think to make our conversation easier as in if I am with Venda 

people I would like to use some of their words to show hore oh I can recognise the words. So I am 

just using it. But with my brothers as a fact it is just a matter of showing hore I have something, I 

mean plus whatever I already have. So it is a matter of actually, pride. 

 

I: Okay … so you are showing them that you are at another level. 

 

N: “Ja” 

 

I: Status is very important? 

 

N: … Laughs … 

 

I: Okay, now I see that both you and your lecturers, when you speak to each other, you use English 

only. Why? Surely there are lecturers who understand African languages? 

 

N: Eh … eh … for that one in most cases I have met lecturers that couldn‟t speak any or rather they 

couldn‟t speak any or rather that I thought couldn‟t speak any of the African languages. Of which 

even for those that I heard that they could speak other African languages I couldn‟t ask them 
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whatever they are lecturing in my … in that language. I know I have met other lecturers who could 

speak Xhosa but I couldn‟t think of myself asking them to teach us in Xhosa … laughs … that‟s 

something funny. So … so … Interviewer interrupts  

 

I: What was the problem? Just by way of jutting in, couldn‟t you ask him something from Sociology 

in Xhosa? 

 

N: Yes, for me I don‟t. I just felt that Sociology – English! So whatever it is I would like to hear him 

say, it should be in English, so that tomorrow when I go write my essay, when I go write my exam 

I remember hore he said this.  

 

I: Like he said it? 

 

N: „Ja,‟ the way he said it so I really can‟t think of anyway I could ever ask whatever … 

 

I: Okay … in Xhosa or any African language? 

 

N: Hmm. 

 

I: Now in front of you there on question 14 of the questionnaire and I see of all the questions in the 

questionnaire that‟s the only question that you answered in your primary language, SeSotho. Is 

there any reason why you did that? 

 

N: … Laughs … The reason is I really thought or rather I answered in my language here because I 

mean I really wanted to show hore eke there is no other way that di …  I mean … for me or rather 

for my understanding … in my understanding, I really couldn‟t find any way I could be lectured, I 

mean my courses in my language. So for that reason I prefer to be taught everything in English.  

   

I: So you felt that you must express that in your mother tongue? 

 

N: „Ja.‟ 

 

I: O re ka Sekgoa fela? (You mean in English only?). 

 

N: Hmm. 

 

I: Hmm … So you don‟t see us being taught in African languages? 
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N: „Ja.‟ As I said really taking us from all these various different groups, I really find it … I don‟t 

know. Because you find that in class, I mean most of … I mean in most cases I realised hore in 

class it is not even that clear South African. You find that you are all from different other outside 

countries from South Africa. So if one comes from Namibia and then brings his own language and 

then we are here … I mean for me I have been fortunate that maybe my language is here in South 

Africa, but I am just thinking for someone else from these other countries, USA or whatever. And 

then there are ten of us one is speaking his language and here and then at the end of the day we 

think… I don‟t know. I don‟t think that it would work. 

 

I: Okay that covers the other question I wanted to ask on your response to question 15. Because your 

answer to the question: In which language(s) would you prefer to be taught during tutorials? And 

you said English because that is what most of us can understand besides we are multi-social here. 

So if you are multi-social it means you must speak English? Can‟t we speak isiXhosa? 

 

N: Not that … I mean we must be multi-social speaking English. It‟s the fact that English has been 

like taken to be one of those … I mean … I mean one of the languages that most people can 

understand and I don‟t know why people decide hore English or African languages anyway, but 

the fact that we found our elders or whoever was before us already given up on their languages 

and all this other … I mean … I just don‟t find us say … I mean fighting for our own rights like I 

mean like English or rather our languages being used while we still want to go along with the 

world. I mean the whole global thing. It is just that for me they don‟t go together. I mean because 

the whole world is just going the western ideas and then there we are saying no let us use our own 

… I just find it contradicting. 

 

I: Okay, fine. I will come back to you on that matter. Now if you look at the questionnaire, questions 

16 & 17, in question 16 you are saying that you prefer to write your assignment in the language 

you received your lectures in, but in question 17 you say you prefer to write your exams in 

English. Is this not a contradiction? 

 

N: I think it is just a matter of not writing it fully here. If I said I prefer to … to … to write my 

assignments in the language in which I was taught, I was actually having in mind that is English. 

As I have been talking about English obviously I would like to write whatever I‟ll do in English. 

Taking the fact that I told you I wouldn‟t ask my lecturer in my language or whatever African 

language he understands. Because I am asking him or her already having in mind of whatever he‟s 

gonna say I am going to use ahead like as in my exams or my assignments. So I mean for me to 

write English on the other side and then the language here … is something wrong … I think … 

shrugs shoulders … but all in all, English nothing else.   
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I: If you had an option to say, you can write your Sociology exams in Sesotho and you also had an 

option of being taught in Sesotho as well, and you can have an option of attending your classes in 

English. Which option would you take? Remember there are now two options at UCT: one option 

you are taught Sociology in Sesotho or Xhosa and the other stream is the „normal‟ one that you are 

being taught Sociology in English! 

 

N: As I said that we are now more or less under pressure with the whole thing of the globalisation and 

all that. Having in mind that I am not only intending to go work in maybe my province or rather in 

a country where my language is understood well. I would so much like to go in a place where I 

would … to … to work in various places as in I would choose to use English. I mean if I am 

taking the situation now. But if it wasn‟t because of the way things have been structured and done 

having … having that … inequality done, we are being I mean global, we are being whatever. So I 

wouldn‟t really choose English, I mean in the first place, but the fact that I mean … I mean I am 

being … hmm … born and then brought up and then you know whatever, taught that English can 

open doors anywhere. I … I mean I think I am already more or less stereotyped in a sense that 

there is nothing you have … So I should just have to take it. So I would so much prefer to use my 

language if ever there was that possibility, but the fact that we are now living everywhere, 

anywhere so I would really like to be in a place I mean in a situation where I am not stuck in one 

language. 

 

I: Okay … Okay … Okay I now get your point. Now, we asked another question in the questionnaire 

to say: How do you feel having come to UCT, and you came by choice and the medium of 

instruction is English? You say you feel very positive and your reason is: “I came here knowing 

that UCT is a white English university. And one‟s intention was to learn more English, so I feel 

comfortable when lectures are given in English other than in any other language.” Let me ask you 

this, did you get what you came here for? Are you being taught English properly and do you 

understand it now? Are you comfortable in using English? 

 

N: „Ja.‟ The thing is I came here for a fact knowing that I mean under no circumstances may I ever be 

in a lecture, unless it is a Sotho or any other African language lecture that I will be taught in any 

other language. And as I said there (in the answer) I really wanted to have a better whatever … 

hmm … knowledge of English. Yes I have like through … not just through lectures, but 

socialisation and all these other stuff. I think … I am not that I think but I know and I am really 

kind of … shrugs shoulders … The way I can express myself now is very, very different from the 

way that I used to before I came here. And „Ja‟ I couldn‟t really like stand in front of anyone and 

then express myself. I mean do … I wouldn‟t do anything. I know I knew English then but it 

wasn‟t I mean it wasn‟t … really … but maybe that‟s good for, I mean … I really didn‟t trust 
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myself to be capable of speaking in front of everyone. I would speak English, but not in front of 

anyone. But now I don‟t think … 

 

I: … You are shy? 

 

N: I am shy.  

 

I: Even in this interview you are not shy, you just speak English I can see that. I think that the other 

question you have covered it, but we are asking you: Currently assessment is in English only. 

Should this practice continue? You say yes because African languages are not used out there in the 

world of work, but surely we have got other people who have not gone to school. Like if you work 

in a mining company, the workers who go underground, who don‟t have English. Those that come 

from your home, speak that Sesotho. So then why don‟t use our African languages here so that 

when you go there then you are used to these African languages? A medical doctor will go here 

and meet say patients in Khayelitsha who speak Xhosa only and not English. If he or she does not 

know English rather Xhosa how will he or she communicate with the patients? 

 

N: That‟s why it came to a time where I chose to do Xhosa; I mean as an additional course as in like 

one of the courses that I will take to make my degree more or less valuable. Because I thought of 

… I mean one day or somehow or somewhere I might meet a Xhosa woman having problems in 

whatever relationships or whatever in the workplace. So I would really have to … I would like to 

understand what she is saying and then I would like to explain and help her in a way she would 

understand best. So having these kind of people out there for me its not really a big deal as in if I 

go back now and work back home. “Ja” I can understand people, I can understand everything too, 

and Sotho is my first language. And I can just apply my knowledge of „Gender‟ I mean to their 

problems in their situation. There is one thing for sure, we are not going to use exactly whatever 

we have been taught, and we‟ve just been taught the means of how to tackle the problems out 

there. So that, one I would say depends on an individual as in where you gonna work because one 

thing for sure I can‟t go now work in China, before being first given a clue of some Chinese terms 

or whatever ways. So I mean I don‟t know for me doing my courses or my, I mean, “Ja,” my 

courses in English and then going work in, I mean back home where people speak Sotho, live with 

Sothos or whatever doesn‟t pose a problem, it is just a matter of how I am going to … I mean I got 

the situation and then make sure that I suit the position that I am in. 

 

I: Okay I think you have covered some of the questions as well; I‟ll just pass them and so on. Now 

there is this belief that African languages have little value. 
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N: Okay. 

 

I: Please tell us more … 

 

N: … Laughs …    

 

I: Come on you have just said it yourself. 

 

N: No! It is not that they don‟t have value. They … I mean … they don‟t … I mean what I see is they 

do have value only to us not to the world outside. As in like I said that if I go home now then I 

speak in any other language other than Sotho with my grandmother, she wouldn‟t really 

understand me, meaning that she values her language or whatever. And then the fact that I feel, 

understand and feel more comfortable in my language means that I value it. But I am just being 

forced to … to … to kind of adopt this English … just because of the world out there and I can‟t 

do otherwise. I mean … I mean, I think this is a kind of another kind of play write. We just being 

forced into a theatre that we really are sitting in, but the fact that we‟ve got no powers, I don‟t 

know why though of really struggling and then standing on our own and then trying to I mean 

show up gore we can do something our African way. It is just that, we have been blown away and 

just being carried away the whole notion of western and English. So I mean I can‟t say African 

languages have got no value. 

 

I: So what is the value of African languages in your view? 

 

N: I think it is the fact that we still use them in our… I mean let‟s say back home or wherever we‟re 

living. But on the other side being forced and pressurised and you know I mean by the forces out 

there, the world itself. So there is this I mean there is this thing that as Africans we are really not 

yet I mean … I mean how can I put it? We do not have power as in … I mean we are more or less 

still under slavery in a way, of colonialism in a way, but its more done in a very civilised and 

clever way that you can‟t even see it sometimes. But this is it because I mean if you still not fit to 

use our own languages that means … pauses … So not that really, I mean it‟s the fact that rona as 

Africans, „Ja‟ we don‟t have power, not that our languages are not powerful, they are in a way, but 

the fact is … I don‟t know … there is just contradiction. I mean … I mean … I don‟t … How if 

ever … but I … don‟t know how to say it … laughs …  

 

I: Say it in your mother tongue, Sesotho! 
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N: … Laughs … Ha se hore, I mean puo ya rona kapa dipou tsa rona ha di na maatla. Taba ke hore 

fela bothata bo … bo … tabeng tsa power between dipakeng tsa rona le these other people as in 

Africans have never been valued I mean we‟ve never in anyway showed our power. So its not … 

Ha se problem ya language fela, ke problem ya the whole African thing. Being African. E santse e 

le hore  we don‟t have power. Not that our language ha ena power. So I don‟t … Interviewer 

interrupts … 

 

I: Mabapi le nyeu … nyeu ena, constitution ya South Africa e re dipolelo ka o fela ha tsona … eh … 

ditlamehile di sebedisiwe … Interviewee interrupts … 

 

N: Of course! 

 

I: So di nale maatla – di filwe maatla mo nageng ya Afrika Borwa … dipuo tsena tsa batho ba batsho 

… Interviewee interrupts … 

 

N: Empa hoo haho bolele hore re tla kgona, I mean to meet the standard out there … kutlwano one 

thing, ha ke tlabe ke batla ho tloha mona ke ye ho sebetsa overseas, which is what is happening 

now, of which ke ka seka ke tloha mo ke ya go bua Sesotho koo Amerika ke hore e tla be ele … 

Interviewer interrupts … 

 

I: Ba ka se ho utlwisise ha o bua ka Sesotho? 

 

N: Of course ba ka mmakalela, I mean I can‟t serve their communities using my own language. Ke tla 

be ke le forced hore ke tle ho sebetsa Africa, which is not what is happening gona jwale. I mean 

most of us we are already …. Re se rentse re shebile hore okay re ya tsamaya hona tjena lefatshe 

le butswe hotlhe mona … everyone can go everywhere, anytime, whatever skills you have. So … I 

mean having that mentality … I mean bona ba ka bua tje theory, is so much … I mean its easy, 

fela he ho etsa gone is not easy … I mean it is not really going to … its going to help but not really 

… 

 

I: Bona ngwana weso … bona … ho nale batho ba bangwe ba tlhola ba tla mona. Ho nale ntate e 

mongwe ba re ke Boutros-Boutros Ghali o bolela seFrench and o nale ho sepela le motho yo o 

leng hore wa „motranslatela,‟ wa mo ranollela. O tla bolela ka seFrench sa hahe ena, then motho 

ena a re bollela rona ka sekgoa … Then batho ba bolela ka Sekgoa … then ene a nka go tswa mo 

sekgoeng a mmolella ka seFrench sa haye. Why le rona re sa etse jwalo? O bolele Sesotho sa 

haho, o sepele le nyeu, le motho yo e leng hore o tla etsa mosebetsi o o tjena. Ha ba ho batla, ha ba 

ho nyaka koo America kwana, kapa China kwana, ba nyaka hore o ye ho ba sebeletsa, wa ba botsa 
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hore nna ke bolela puo ya ka ya koo South Africa kapa ya koo Lesotho, ke Sesotho. Jwale ba ka re 

… Oh! Re tla mo patella motho yo o tla ho translatelang. O e bona jwang he? Ke hore re tla kgona 

go sebedisa dipuo tsa rona „maar‟ e le hore re fa batho ba rona tshelete ba tsebang Sekgoa le 

Sesotho. O e bona jwang taba ena? 

 

N: Ka tsela eo he ya utlwahala, but he … Oh there are those kinds of things that … I mean ke ya 

utlwa yona … Interviewer interrupts … 

 

I: … O ka re ha o e thabele taba yena? 

 

N: No I mean ke ya e utlwa yona, fela jwale ntho e ke e shebileng ke hore nna … ever since ke lekile 

ho ithuta le ho sheba nako morago thabeng tsa Afrika and mokgwa o ba … ba “relatang” ka ona le 

these other … I mean le lefatshe lotlhe. Aha! Africans are nothing … I mean … ha ke bone nna ho 

nale mo re “valuiwang” teng … ha ke bone “shame” … unless whatever e re etsang re tlamile re 

tle ho etsa for the good of the western people … I mean ha ele hore e tlile ho ba tswela molemo, 

let‟s say if ba mpatla and then ke nale whatever ebang ke tumile ka yona. “Ja” ba ka ya to that 

extend ya hore babe le di … those kinds of respect fela-fela tje as in e se ele because Africans re 

ile rare no re batla ho sebedisa puo ya rona … he, we can express ourselves more easier, I am 

telling you ke theory. 

 

I: Okay … ke ya go utlwa. In one of the questions here you are saying, you are asked how do you 

overcome language problems or barriers between yourself and your lecturers or fellow students 

where they do not speak your language? Wena o re you switch to English because you feel more 

safer … Interviewee interrupts … 

 

N: … Laughs … Can you explain that? Continues to … laughs … and appears … surprised ... Ha 

ke tsebe hore I got the … the question well … but what I thought was … hore ke etsa jwang ha ke 

se ke fitlhela hore jwale mona, jwale ha ke tsebe you call … Interviewer encourages her … 

 

I: No … No … No its fine … its fine go ahead … 

 

N: Hore ke etsa jwang ha se ke fitlhela hore jwale mona … 

 

I: Motho mona ha tsebe…? 

  

N: … Jwale ha ke tsebe. 
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I: O bolela Sekgoa?  

 

N:  So ke bua Sekgoa so far because one thing e ke ileng ka ithuta yona ke hore e … e … batla e le … 

e le botlhoko … taba ya hore if I see you … o le … ha ke kopana le wena as you are … ke ho bona 

o le motho, ke be ke se ke nahana hore o bua my language and then I speak and you can‟t even 

hear. Nna I know I have been … ke swabile ha ngata, thinking hore this person can understand my 

language, only to find out hore they don‟t.  Just say … I mean le ha e se e le „difriends‟ tsa ka, I 

mean ba Batswana like ha ke buile my language and then ke fitlhela hore ha e utlwisise … I mean 

e nkutlwisa botlhoko in some ways and disappointed. So ke be ke re okay to make things easier, 

ho re ntho di tsamaye smoothly ke „avoide‟ ho ba disappointed and hurt because sometimes you 

find hore I might be understanding her language and then ha ke re nna ke „responda‟ ka ya ka 

thinking hore this person using her language ho ba a utlwisise hore I will use my language ha lo ba 

le problem … ha a se a ba le problem e … e … e … switches me off. Jwale ka ha ke a tseba hore 

most people ba tswang around this area ba kgona go utlwa Sekgoa I just tell myself … okay … let 

me speak rather than go bua or go bolela or „thething.‟ 

 

I: Okay … okay … I am just looking at some of your responses on the questionnaire and they are 

very … very interesting. 

 

N: … Laughs …  

 

I: … Now there is a question that we ask you, we say: It is also said that the use of different African 

languages in class will lead to the lack of progress in a lecture. Wena you say: Yes, as I mentioned 

before that UCT has got various ethnic groups and societies. Having to translate every course into 

each and every language cannot work well. So e tlile hore we just use English … because it is 

going to be too expensive. If they say that the official languages in the Western Cape are 

Afrikaans, English and Xhosa … all of us must know Afrikaans, English and Xhosa. It won‟t be 

expensive because we will be translating English into Afrikaans and Xhosa only on campus. Not 

into Sesotho, SeVenda, Setswana because in the Western Cape they are not the official languages. 

What do you say to that? Will it be expensive? 

 

N: Okay … ha ele … I was actually looking at di … di … dipuo tse teng mona like in South Africa. 

So ke nahana hore e jwale he though ke batho ke e mong le e mong I mean let‟s say class e etsiwa 

ke batho ba hundred and ten (110) ya „mafirst year‟ then jwale re etsa „dicourse‟ tse re di etsang 

about eight (8) of them in a year. Jwale re nale batho ba „translatang‟ dipuo tse … ke ne ke bona e 

le mess, I don‟t know. Ke ne ke bona e le, e tlile ho batla infrastructure e ngata fela … like ho tlile 

ho ba le confusion … I mean ntho tse di tlile ho re „confusa‟ other than ha re tseba hore oh! „Ja‟ … 

Univ
ers

ity
 O

f C
ap

e T
ow

n 



15 

“Ja” jump into our lectures whatever … Sociology, then we all gather I mean in one place then re 

bua Sekgoa seo sa teng … and after all I mean as I said ke taba ya mona fela. If we have a place I 

mean back home where ka nnete re bang ourselves. 

I: Okay now in your view … we are about to conclude now. In your view what role do you think 

English plays at the University of Cape Town? What role do you think as a language … plays? 

N: … E … E … E ya re „westernisa.‟ Actually is one of the languages kappa is one of… Ke ngwe ya 

dipuo or rather is one of „dielemente‟ kapo „ditools‟ tsa ntho ke ne ke itseng we are still in slavery, 

just coming to take us like into this slavery thing. Ha ke bone ho nale ntho e nngwe ha e so hore e 

ntse e sebedisiwa hore hatella more as in jwale ka ha ke tšholo hona tjena. I can‟t see where any of 

these I mean South African languages di ka “empowerwang” to an extend ya hore di be di fitlhele 

boelo jwa hore ho ka „lektšharwa‟ ka tsona. So English in a way re … re … re boleletswe hore o 

tlo tla ho re etsa hore be … re kgone ho bua le batho, re kgone go „expressa‟ re kgone go „meeta‟ 

„dineeds‟ tsa lefatshe, whatever market, whatever … globalisation e e bolelwang of late. But if you 

look at it really deeply, its nothing other than hore fela being used hore jwalo re tlo tla re latwa ka 

yona. Other than hore koo lapeng leo re ne re latwa ka taba ya hore we were cheap labourers and 

all those kinds of stuff … le ha gotwe ke batho but still e ntse e tlo ho etsa hore at the end of the 

day we end up not being ourselves. Which is what is happening now, I mean you go out there and 

you meet us, o kopana le rona re le a bunch of black … re bua … and then … ha e yo ntho e re e 

buang, I mean as I said we are really faking ourselves, I mean our identity here. We live ntho e ke 

sa e tsebeng and at the end of the day, I mean ha ke tsebe na re tlile ho e bitsang if ever we still 

continue calling ourselves Africans is what because most of our things are really I mean di a fela 

of course. So role ya English in UCT and anywhere else except Europe – I mean dintho tsa 

moraho kwa, e ntse e le dintho tse ntseng di tla hantle le colonisation … whatever … slavery ka o 

fela they fall under the same category for me as I understand it or in my understanding. 

I: Okay … Okay. Now here you say that you read books for pleasure and the books that you read are 

written in English and others are written in Sesotho. Now which types of books are the ones that 

you read that are written in Sesotho? 

N: Eh … Eh … In Sotho I actually like to … like ke bala dibuka tsa dipale as in short stories. Hape ke 

rata le ho bala in most cases to read I mean … ke eng … dibuka tsa … tsa „seKreste‟ tse di 

ngwetsweng ka Sesotho … I understand them more better and … I mean … I just understand hore 

motho might say it or might have said kappa a bone dintho the way ke di boneng ka yona other 

than motho wa „Lekgoa‟ yo o tla bang a bua dintho ka „Sekgoa‟ and ho latela na o bone dintho 

jwang ka „Sekgoa‟ … „Sekgoa‟ … seo. 
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I: Now English books? Which books are you reading? 

 

N: Ah … ke tse tsa education in most cases … I mean in relation to education, „Ja‟ le tsona tsa 

religion, but he mostly ke tsona tse tsa sekolong. 

 

I: Now … only a few questions then we are through. The issue of the email and World Wide Web … 

The Internet … we are saying here: „Does your use of the World Wide Web or Internet influence 

your language choices?‟ Your answer is: „yes because there is one language common on all sites 

and that language is English and people then interact most of the time using English.‟  Are there 

no sites in other languages? I mean surely there is French, surely there is Dutch and … 

 

N: Yes … but … but I don‟t even go there. 

 

I: You just go to English? 

 

N: That‟s all I can … tse dingwe I mean … 

 

I: There is no Sesotho … there is no website of Sesotho? 

 

N: Have you ever seen one? 

 

I: There is no website also in Afrikaans? 

 

N: Hey yona is even far from … 

 

I: Ha o e utlwisisi? 

 

N: Ha ke utlwe „niks‟. Hake utlwe … 

 

I: So you don‟t check other websites simply because you know that … Interviewee interrupts 

 

N: I don‟t even go there koo gare. Go nale nako o tla fitlhelang hore some people leave the computer 

on with things that I … ha o di shebile I just see flowers. Is it … Are they words or what is it? Ho 

nna they are Chinese ha ke ikgathatse le go ikgathatsa. 

 

I: So wena when you go to the Internet, to you what rings in your mind when the web page comes up 

… Ke Sekgoa? 
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N: E bile ke ne ke lebetse le hore I have ever even seen any other site se motho o … but as you say I 

remember there were time mo e leng ke ile ka fitlha in front of a computer then I find hore ah … 

may be e nale bothata today computer e, ha e bolele tsona. 

 

I: If it can happen that at UCT you are afforded the chance to study through Sesotho to as far as you 

would want to go – undergraduate degree, Honours, Masters … PhD. What do you think that will 

do to your academic performance? Do you think that it will improve your academic performance 

to the level at which you are now or it will become worse or it will more or less remain the same? 

 

N: Ke tsaya hore ke ne tla „excella‟ ke hore ke ne ke tla ba doctor in anything ke ne ke tla „pasa‟ ka 

distinction. 

 

I: Why do you think o no o tla pass ka distinction when you use Sesotho instead of English? 

 

N: Because ke hone moo ke itseng I can easily, I mean … ke ba nna if … ke hore ha ke fake 

anything. So my way of writing and everything really is understandable because in most cases … 

in cases o tla fitlhela hore maybe … let‟s say in my writings motho ha utlwe hore ke batla ho reng 

because I can‟t get there jwale I am just forcing it because I can‟t do otherwise ke hore the fact 

that ke itse ke prefer English because for me ke ipona ke setse ke le helpless. Fela he if ever there 

would be that chance … I mean … 

 

I: You will grab it with both hands? 

 

N: Of course! I mean because wa utlwa hore it gives me that opportunity ya ho ba a master of all and 

it‟s really nice ho fumana hore you‟ll pass in time hantle and that kind of stuff and mostly you 

understand exactly what you are doing. Other than hore in most cases ke taba ya hore though re 

etsa dintho ka English is not that we deeply understand ho re ho etsahalang. Sometimes you only 

understand that area o o leng ho yona you can‟t expand it more but empa ha e ne e le in our 

languages I understand hore you will see things and then o no o tla e bona le the product side of it. 

But ge in most cases o tla fitlhela gore I am learning to give back whatever the teacher gave me at 

the end of the day. 

 

I: Okay … Okay, no re utlwile. I wanted to go to another thing, but I thought I should give you time 

hore o phomole. Now I don‟t know … is there anything maybe that you want to say in conclusion 

kapa o feditse. Nna from my side I think we have put questions to you that we thought you would 

be able to help us with. So I do not know whether there is anything that wena you would like to 

share with us that you think we might not have asked you that otherwise you wanted to say, 
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because I heard you earlier on saying you guys … you are faking lo „dikhokhonut‟ and I don‟t 

know what … lo „dibanana.‟ What did you mean with that thing … coconut and banana? 

 

N: Se ke ho bontsha hore … I mean English e re entse what we are not, I mean … I mean ba re … ka 

puo e e seng ya rona, I mean English. E re entse batho ba re eseng bona hore, we are not who we 

are as I said. Jwale no ke nahana o boditse dipotso tse tlhokohalang specifically for whatever you 

wanted to know. Empa e le fela ka nnete, I mean the main thing e ntse e le hore we are still in 

slavery, but he in a very light way. There might be … whatever there are … if there are any 

privileges, but we are … is not our language. I mean you can really be … 

 

I: Now how do you think you are going to be useful to society now that you are this fake, now that 

you are this person who is not yourself? How do you think you are going to assist your people 

with this education that makes you a slave? Are you not going to make other people slaves as 

well? 

 

N: I am of course going to continue to be a slave?  

 

I: So then why are you here? To become a better slave? 

 

N: Of course … laughs … Of course … laughs … and earn a living! The fact that ke batla ho phela 

„sharpo‟ I then say okay … laughs … but is an opportunity because we are better ones. I thought 

… jwale … I won‟t give them poison e ke e jeleng … Ha re tsebe hore who is going to be clever 

enough on the other side, I mean ha re ntse re tswela pele hore a re Oh no! But he as far as things 

are concerned I am going to give them exactly what I got. 

 

I: Okay. Just in conclusion, there is a lady … there is a student in our centre who has opted to write 

her dissertation in isiXhosa strictly – and she has done that, she has written it in isiXhosa strictly. 

It is going to be examined and she will get her Masters degree. There is an English translation or 

summary aside, but the document that will be examined is English/Xhosa and Xhosa people are 

going to examine it. What is your reaction to that? 

 

N: That‟s why ke ne ke re, I mean ha ke tsebe hore if there will be anyone ha re ntse re ya, a ka 

hlokomela hore a re ho nna I can‟t manage. But people like her … I mean ke batho ba re 

tlamehileng hore re fitlhe re re … claps hands … well done. Ke hore I mean we need people like 

her ho re ba re no just like the way South Africans did „Ja‟ I mean liberty in relation to politics. I 

mean ho ne ho ile ho hlokohala batho ba brave, ba ba ileng ba re: not with us. So ha eba re nale 
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people like her … oh … so I feel one day … then re tla re: „No to the whole world!‟ I mean that‟s 

great. I mean … I like … I would really like to see her! 

 

I: Okay … Okay. You really want to see her. No problem we will make you to see her don‟t worry. 

Thank you very much Ma'am, I will not call you by name, this interview is anonymous … 

Interviewee interrupts … 

 

N: Wow! 

 

I: … Thank you very much for your time. 

 

N: My pleasure! 

 

I: Okay! 

 

I: Ma‟am I know that I said we have concluded the interview, but there is one question that I forgot. 

And I must put it to you. 

 

N: … Nods … 

 

I: You have accepted the interview; to have it with us and throughout the interview you have just 

been speaking most of the time in English. But you have nonetheless said that this English has 

made you guys to become fakes and that you are coconuts and that you are in slavery. But 

nonetheless you conducted this interview through English even though you had an option to use 

Sesotho and the interviewer can more or less understand your language. Why did you do that? 

 

N: Eh … I think I actually did because … laughs … Eh … I think it‟s another area where I can still 

practice my English … Eh … „Ja‟ as I said … We actually sort of speak English here, I mean in a 

way that we really want to be more or less accepted. I think … I thought of … or rather decided to 

use English here because I felt a little bit free to speak anything … laughs … So that‟s why I used 

it in most cases just to … For the fun of it … Interviewer interrupts … 

 

I: I thought you said that you feel more comfortable in your home language, you can express 

yourself more better … Interviewee interrupts … 

 

N: I do but as I said, I mean I just thought I would say whatever I mean, I thought it was easier in this 

way to say whatever I want to say in English. Because I didn‟t think there would be any deeper 
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stuff that I would have to really say. But in case there would be a point where I would really had to 

express myself as an … I mean I would have used my language because one thing I know for sure 

is … If it comes to hard, I mean discussions, I would rather use my language. Like maybe let‟s say 

we are discussing … Eh … Let me think … I mean … I mean hard topics as in stuff that I really, 

really, really, really am passionate … I wouldn‟t really use English. I would rather use my 

language. So that‟s why I … I … I am saying I think I just thought the interview wasn‟t that 

passionate; wasn‟t that really … that deep … something that I could … „Ja.‟ 

 

I: … That you could handle in English? 

 

N: „Ja‟ 

 

I: And you also got a chance of practising it? 

 

N: Of course! …laughs … 

 

I: Okay thank you very much. 

 

N: … Laughs … Okay. 

 

Interview ends 
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Appendix 6 

 

Interview Transcript of Nkosinathi attached to the Department of Sociology 

at a South African University 

 

Interview Date: 17 June 2004   Place: Nkosinathi’s Office 

NKS: Nkosinathi (Interviewee in Pilot Study
21

)   I: Gao (Interviewer) 

 

I: Good afternoon sir. I thank you very much for agreeing to participate in this pilot study.  You are 

to be as critical as possible and as honest as possible and your ideas will definitely be used to try 

and assist us to improve the quality of the questions in this schedule, and also tailor-make 

questions where necessary. You are also asked to use any of the eleven official languages of South 

Africa if you want to in responding to the questions. 

 

NKS: … Laughs … lovely. 

 

I: … And also if there are some questions that you do not understand please feel free to ask, we will 

try to explain. Now the first question says: which language or languages do you use at UCT to do 

your academic work as an academic … eh … as an academic? 

 

NKS: Primarily I use English … But my research require me to use Xhosa … eh … I … in my research 

work, move between English and Xhosa. 

 

I: Okay … 

 

NKS: I speak Xhosa … I do a lot of the translation myself and then also interview people sometimes in 

Xhosa depending on the context. Eh … so … that‟s the research end of my work. Classroom 

work, which is lecturing obviously the medium of communication, is English. However on 

occasions … eh … students have come to me after class and then I use Xhosa and Afrikaans. I 

have … my background is … my ancestral language if you can call it that is Afrikaans … eh … 

but I … eh … the … obviously you know I am very comfortable in English and Xhosa. And so … 

eh … I sometimes find that students prefer me to speak their mother tongue, if they are Xhosa 

speaking or Afrikaans and I am quite comfortable in doing that. They find … and comments from 

students … they say … eh … that sometimes they can grasp the concept more easily in their 

mother tongue. They sometimes even in courses like in statistics or applied statistics … you find 
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that even in those cases to use the Xhosa or Afrikaans. And I think it makes a difference. I am 

convinced that if … students feel like in that respect they can talk to me knowing that … that I 

will have empathy because they are second language speakers, but also at the level of students 

being able to express themselves in their mother tongue and when we‟re both doing that then I 

think understanding of the topic is often made easier. “Ja,” I think in a sense, in a round about way 

I am answering your question. 

 

I: Okay … No … no thank you very much. Now from your … from your response may be one can 

venture to ask a question to say there is a view that the African languages in particular I am 

speaking about isiXhosa, let me focus on it. The African languages don‟t have terminology. Now 

how do you come across, you … you … you come across so confident to me to say that students 

feel comfortable and then you are able to get each other along the way. Now is there actually some 

work done because … eh … there is this view that these languages do not have the terminology 

especially the technical terminology? 

 

NKS: I think the word technical terminology is the good word. That is the word I would have used and I 

think is true that in many cases the key concepts perhaps … eh … eh … are best expressed 

technically in the manner in which you would find it in the textbook. However when explaining 

and unpacking a concept one can move into the vernacular … eh … my view is that it also helps 

enormously … eh … I can think of a number of instances where students have struggled with the 

concept and we moved into the vernacular somehow doors opened. And I find that that‟s how it 

works. It does work! Having said that the student who was here a moment ago when you arrived, I 

mean we converse often in Xhosa, but I … for technical reasons … eh … think that it is in his own 

best interest to learn to express himself through English. So the technical topic that we are talking 

about, there will be times where we speak Xhosa, but in the other times when … eh … it would be 

better for the student to be given an issue to be written in English – to learn it once he‟s grasped 

the concept and then make sure that he can articulate what he wants to say. So what I see the role I 

… eh … the … eh … isiXhosa or Afrikaans saying is often building a bridge between, you know 

ideas, and once the bridge is built then in fact we then move into the English medium but often it 

is the understanding that is needed. So that‟s why … that‟s most of the time how I use the Xhosa 

or Afrikaans. 

 

I: Okay … okay … okay. Now my second question probably you might or should have been covered 

in your response, but let me just venture and put it to you. I will then ask you which language or 

languages do you use to communicate socially? 
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NKS: Eh … I use … with my colleagues I have Xhosa-speaking colleagues. There is a colleague up 

there in psychology … actually a Professor
22

, she has known me for a long, long time. We‟ve 

known each other for more than fifteen (15) years … 

I: Wow! 

NKS: … And then when we communicate, we communicate in Xhosa although we‟re both academics … 

and the … but we like the idea and I think she for various ideological reasons prefers to talk to me 

in Xhosa and I like that I mean I think it‟s just … just … what the debate is about you know I 

think affirming indigenous languages. It‟s partly what that whole project is all about, in a strange 

sort of casual way we‟re engaged in a project that affirms indigenous languages. I have colleagues 

who speak Afrikaans. In the same department there is a certain Professor in Psychology
23

, he is 

Afrikaans-speaking and we only communicate in Afrikaans. The only time we change is when we 

are in a meeting with other colleagues who speak English. And then with students it equally 

applies. 

I: Okay … okay … that‟s interesting. Let me not ask questions let me … because I will deviate … 

Now the Task Team of the UCT working group suggests that resources should be allocated the 

promotion of UCT staff and students‟ proficiency in the official languages that is, IsiXhosa, 

Afrikaans and English … eh … what do you think? Do you think it is something good? 

NKS: Well my first … my … my short answer is yes. I think that it is necessary for various reasons. I 

mean I think from the point of view of affirming … eh … eh … indigenous languages … and I 

will regard Afrikaans as an indigenous language, that is obviously debatable, but I … when I think 

of African languages I include Afrikaans. Hmm … Afrikaans is not spoken outside Africa, as a 

mother tongue and has origins in Dutch maybe some German, apparently it‟s one of the … eh … 

eh … official languages in Cape Town … so my view is this that I think for ideological reasons … 

eh … I think that it is part of this broader project to affirm our African identity and our African 

location in the form of language and communication. And people be encouraged to embrace I 

think that … that whole project … eh … I think that there is also … eh … an arrogance I think 

among English-speaking people and this campus is an English-speaking campus predominantly … 

primarily and so I think there is a view that you know, English is the universal language, therefore 

those who speak English as a mother tongue don‟t have to make an effort to … eh … eh … learn 

other languages. I find generally that … eh … black Africans, South Africans, speak multiple 

languages and … among my colleagues … eh … Afrikaans-speaking people, who come from 

22
 The name of Nkosinathi‟s colleague is withheld for purposes of anonymity. 
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Afrikaans families … eh … when they are on campus they tend to speak English. And for them 

really … multilingual or bilingual probably even sometimes more than that, and whereas I find 

that for my English-speaking colleagues they have a reluctance to learn or to speak anything other 

than English … 

 

I: So they are actually monolingual? 

 

NKS: … I would say yes, well I mean, I think it is also attitudinal … eh … the … so then I think among 

students there is another thing of course and that is that … eh … I think many students coming 

into the system who are Afrikaans or isiXhosa speaking or other languages from Southern Africa 

there is a sense in which this is an alien English culture. So from that point of view, if there are 

opportunities for them to identify with academics and colleagues in an … and language provides 

the opportunity for that, then I think it would be wonderful opportunity to help people coming into 

the system who feel initially alienated to kind of find themselves in the system because they can 

identify with the aspects of the system e.g. language provides them that opportunity. I think it‟s an 

issue about firstly belonging on the campus … eh … and I think Melissa Steyn
24

 has written about 

that also in her work you know, on the whole thing about students feeling alienated especially 

non-English speaking students … eh … so … eh … yes I think this project to promote languages, 

which is what the question is about is a worthwhile project. I think is a worthwhile project for 

another reason that is that I believe that … eh … given the changes in South Africa that it will be 

in the interest of those who at the moment would be classified to use your category monolingual 

… eh … to actually make the effort because it will improve and further opportunities because I 

mean this is being promoted in other places in government departments where people are getting 

preference for being able to speak multiple languages. I think there is a kind of … eh … eh … is 

about learning a range of skills. But I think it‟s also about the nation building. And I think for 

people who engage … who make the effort to learn languages that are not their mother languages 

… eh … are in the process of building bridges … And so my experience of that on and off campus 

has been that my language abilities create opportunities to connect with people in ways I wouldn‟t 

have been able to connect … eh … with them if I didn‟t have those languages that people speak. 

So I think language definitely, you know, is more than just … eh … a … a … tool on campus, but 

I think it is also part of a bigger project … eh … promoting nation building … in this country … 

eh … and communication in someone‟s mother tongue … eh … I think just allows people to be 

more receptive to one and I am you know, for all intends and purposes a white male and I am 

                                                 
24

 I retained Melissa Steyn‟s name because Nkosinathi indirectly refers to a study she carried out at UCT in 

1999. The study was published in 2001 co-authored with M. van Zyl, under the title: “„Like that Statue at 

Jammie Stairs …‟: Some Student Perceptions and Experiences of Institutional Culture at the University of 

Cape Town in 1999”. I also refer to findings of this study in my dissertation. 
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Afrikaans speaking and I am sure when people saw me in the streets will classify me, but when I 

speak IsiXhosa particularly in the townships I think one is beginning to break down barriers and 

create opportunities for, you know connectedness that otherwise, perhaps wouldn‟t have been 

there. 

 
I: Wow! In your answer you mentioned that it would be worth the while of people to embrace this 

project of learning many languages for ideological reasons. I am just curious, would you like to 

expand? What are these ideological reasons? 

 

NKS: Well I mean … I think it‟s about … we‟re living in a sane South Africa post liberation, post 

colonial … and I mean I think that there is a whole lot of other arguments which … which … eh 

… raises the … the issues around language as a tool of oppression … and all people in this 

institution (UCT) and in other parts of South Africa … eh … not … eh … at an ideological level 

… eh … not using English as a way to marginalize people … eh … to exclude, to disqualify … eh 

… and … eh … I think that English … the reality is that in the market place English is the 

dominant language. So I am not … I am not suggesting that English be done away with, but what I 

am saying is that at an ideological level, there are battles that I think need to be fought, battles do 

need to be fought. And one of the battles is at an ideological level … eh … is that language … eh 

… eh … like English has historically and I think continues to be used as a tool to … eh … eh … 

marginalize people, whereas I think this is the way to challenge that. The whole debate about 

multilingualism I think is an important debate at an ideological level because it is about waging 

this … this war … eh … and start from the point of view of … eh … of post-colonial debate … eh 

… post-modern debate … eh … eh … and questions of set of periphery, power and I think … eh 

… the project promoting multilingualism on this campus I think enters into that … eh … rough 

terrain. 

 

I: Okay … okay … maybe one is then to take the cue from what you have said and my following 

question will then be: Currently the UCT language policy makes provision for academic 

assessment in English only. Now in the light of what you have said do you think that this practice 

should continue? 

 

NKS: Well the thing is that … that might be … eh … de jure, but de facto its not happening. And there 

are exceptions to the rule and I‟ve been party to one exception … eh … I … eh … couple of years 

ago a colleague of mine approached me and said that he had an isiXhosa speaking student and he 

thought that perhaps if she (student) was given an opportunity to write in her mother tongue that 

she may be able to express herself better … would I be prepared to examine the essay. So I agreed 

on those grounds to do so … eh … the results aren‟t relevant here, I mean, on how she performed 

but I think the point here is that there was an opportunity for a student to write in the vernacular … 
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to write in the mother tongue. Other campuses of course allow greater flexibility – the question of 

medium of communication in essays and in the classroom. Eh … eh … but this campus I think 

historically has been quite rigid in its application … eh … eh … in that this is an English campus 

and therefore English is the dominant language and is the written language. Having said that I 

think that English … students do need to learn the technical skills to be able to articulate their 

thoughts and argue … eh … eh … in English. I think that … eh … particularly in the Social 

Sciences that we are … eh … students have no option but to learn those skills. However I think at 

times in the process of acquiring those skills perhaps there can be greater flexibility in allowing 

students to perhaps, I am just thinking of an example where … if a student initially … eh … if 

given the opportunity to express themselves in English say isiXhosa for example or Afrikaans for 

that matter … eh … and they are able to communicate an argument that they have a very clear … 

eh … eh … logic that is supplied eh … and this is done in their mother tongue … eh … that may 

actually enhance their learning experience. So that the students … because they are familiar with 

the … you know, the vocabulary of the mother tongue, they concentrate on issues like logic and 

linear argument … eh … and then perhaps thereafter, not thereafter perhaps simultaneously then 

in other then in other places, then you know, worry about issues of doing what they are doing in 

the context of that essay, where they are focussing on logic and linear argument in mother tongue. 

They will then have to say “right once they have mastered the argument in linear thinking. They 

can then give or pay attention to the question of … eh … using English … so … eh … other than 

that I am just thinking sort of literally and asking myself in what way could we use this … you 

know, other languages other than English and in this case of course I would argue that Afrikaans 

and isiXhosa the two we‟ve been talking about, regionally being recognised as the official 

languages – it opens up a can of worms of course, the question is then if we allow for Afrikaans 

and isiXhosa but not other South African languages, you know, are we then not in turn also 

discriminating against … Interviewer interjects 

 

I: … These other languages? … Interviewee continues         

 

NKS: … So it‟s … it‟s difficult. I would argue that in different contexts I think we simply need open to 

… eh … a  … more flexible … a use of language and not hard and fast rules here. I think the 

situation where … eh … like … in a particular discipline like Psychology or Sociology or 

Religious Studies or Anthropology where it may not matter that the student … that the student is 

writing in the mother tongue which is not English. But that doesn‟t mean that students shouldn‟t 

learn to write in English … 

 

I: Exactly! 
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NKS: … But I … I … I still think that there is room for it. And some situations perhaps … eh … I think 

in particular where students are doing research moving between languages ... Eh … is so 

important. For example, the research report in my work that‟s what I do. I record the original 

language that was spoken in the research context then offer the translation. I may not simply 

provide the reader of the report with the … eh … the translation. My view is that I think that it is 

scientifically superior to provide the original language that the respondent responded in and then 

provide my interpretation or translation. 

 

I: Okay … that‟s interesting. I will come back to the issue of Afrikaans … eh … as you‟ve been 

saying that you are very strong on it you see it as an African language. I will come to it later but 

not now. Let me just complete these questions. Now the question that I have for you now is: 

Should UCT use isiXhosa and Afrikaans alongside English in class for speaking, writing and 

reading tasks? 

 

NKS: I think it creates problems practically. I mean I think at one level one can argue that certain classes 

one can perhaps … eh … eh … obviously where … where you know … in language classes this is 

being practised already. But in classes such as Social Sciences, Anthropology, Sociology … eh … 

eh … Psychology … eh … eh … I think it would be difficult to apply this in practice if one is 

lecturing. However I think that there are times when I have used quotes from another language and 

I have enthusiastically used them in class … eh … eh … and then talked about, you know, how I 

… the translation or the interpretation of that quote … eh … and … I think it does two things, one 

if a person is Nguni speaking immediately they are advantaged in that situation over and above the 

English speaking person in that class or the Afrikaans or any other language person in that class. 

But again is about … is about saying suddenly in that situation it is an advantage to be an Nguni 

speaker whereas normally they‟re always at a disadvantage because they‟re speaking, they are not 

speaking in their mother tongue. So suddenly it‟s turning things upside down. And I quite like 

situations that do that, that turn the status quo upside down even if it‟s only for a moment. But I 

think it‟s about this bigger project, that I think it‟s important. The bigger project being the 

affirmation of … of … indigenous languages … eh … but it also raises issues that like I said 

previously about identity in the classroom … eh …who‟s up, who‟s down, who‟s in, who‟s out? 

And I think language can be used to facilitate the … the … the turning of things upside down … 

eh … is a norm with English on top and other languages below. There are moments where you can 

turn that around and I think that‟s helping … eh … having said that I think perhaps in small 

groups, people could, you know, sometimes they do it in tutorial groups, they group into language 

groupings … eh … that can create problems where the majority in a small group speak a particular 

language and then someone who is not speaking isiXhosa or Zulu or Sotho or whatever … eh or 

Afrikaans for that matter … eh … you know, they may want to make jokes and how is that 
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managed? But again I think it is a question of flexibility in its application allowing for it where it‟s 

appropriate not hard and fast rules about what should or shouldn‟t be. … Eh … I think giving 

lecturers and students the opportunity to where it is appropriate apply it, to encourage it and not to 

discourage it. But equally so I don‟t feel that there should be strict rules about how this should be 

done. I think it‟s up to the lecturer or essentially the facilitator of that learning experience and the 

students to make decisions jointly. So that for me would be a better approach.  

 

I: Okay … now for purposes of this study of mine would you like to share one of these quotes that 

you say for instance you create this dichotomy. Where you change the theme and … Interviewee 

interrupts … 

 

NKS: Okay well a simple one, a very, very simple one that comes to mind of course is the quote: Umntu 

ngumntu nga banye abantu. 

 

I: Okay, Ndiya ibona ke. 

 

NKS: Okay which means „a person is a person through other people‟, but the problem with that 

translation … I am just illustrating the point, the problem with that translation is that the concept 

of ubuntu which is expressed in the phrase Umntu ngumntu nga banye abantu … eh … is very 

poorly translated when you use the English words „a person is a person through other people.‟ 

Because I think the original is rich, it has far greater meaning than the English translation. And so 

in that situation … eh … students who are Nguni at least, because Zulu and Xhosa are quite 

similar. Nguni speakers immediately know what I am talking about and can talk about it in a fuller 

kind of meaning and context. So I think that it has layers of meaning … eh … whereas the very … 

eh … eh … kind of surface superficial translation „a person is a person through other people‟ … 

eh … I think does not capture the richness of the original concept of the … you know, the 

traditional concept or the … the … eh … eh … African concept. Eh … and so I think there is a 

situation where English speakers in the classroom really wouldn‟t initially grasp the depth and the 

breadth of the concept, and even the English language I think doesn‟t lend itself to an equivalent 

of the concept whereas the vernacular would be the Xhosa or Zulu concept that it does and people 

have you know, an understanding of it, that is just more complete than I think any English 

speaking person who doesn‟t grasp the Xhosa version or the Zulu version. 

 

I: No, the point is well made … 

 

NKS: … Laughs … 

 

Univ
ers

ity
 O

f C
ap

e T
ow

n 



 9 

I: … Thank you very much. Now some of the questions that I have here I think you have covered, 

but I‟ll just read them out for the sake of the record … eh … the other question says: The Task 

Team of the UCT Curriculum Working Group further suggest that English and Afrikaans speakers 

should be encouraged to acquire at least a working knowledge of an African language. Now then 

the question would be what do you think? I think you have covered that … really I don‟t think … 

provided that there is something that you want to say more? 

 

NKS: Two things. I mean first it will depend whether you regard Afrikaans as an African language … 

and I would say, I would argue that although I do regard Afrikaans as an African language, I think 

that people should … eh … be encouraged to learn … eh … eh … in addition to Afrikaans, they 

should learn indigenous … eh …eh … African languages if I could use that terminology meaning 

… eh … other than English and Afrikaans, the other official languages of this country. And I think 

for the reasons that I respect, yes, I think but also not only because it‟s about nation building, but 

also because I think … eh … eh … many people who in … Social Sciences perhaps also in other 

sciences are going to go into a context where their working knowledge of another language would 

actually … eh … allow them to do their job better. 

 

I: Okay … okay … now in your view how should UCT support a member of staff in learning an 

African language? Do you have some suggestions for us? 

 

NKS: Well obviously there are courses available … eh … I think that … eh … eh … where a member of 

staff indicates that he or she would like to learn another language in the same way that there are 

computer courses on campus. I mean the … why treat language any different from something like 

learning different computer programmes? Computer programmes in fact are somewhat in one way 

just another language. So I think that … eh … workshops … eh … eh … you know, opportunities 

where people can … eh … eh … do I suppose more formal training and arguably conversational 

training … eh … eh … to develop a working knowledge perhaps of not only the language broadly, 

but also the … perhaps the working knowledge of the language within their own discipline could 

be quite useful. I think that … eh … those opportunities are there … eh … perhaps too formal at 

this stage. I think that there are courses that are, you know, like … Xhosa Intensive, Xhosa I, II, III 

whatever. I think there are formal training opportunities, and perhaps there are … eh … eh … you 

know short courses like isiXhosa for conversational purposes, whatever, I don‟t know what people 

term or title or name these courses. But I would also at another level, I would encourage people … 

eh … eh …just to conversationally, you know, in departments … eh … eh … I have a member of 

staff in my department who had previously expressed an interest in learning, in conversations on a 

regular basis just different words and you know, string together vocabulary … eh … and I think 
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that should be encouraged. I think there are multiple strategies that can be used to promote 

indigenous languages and they need not all be formal. 

I: Okay. Now I‟ve got an interesting one for you here … I just wonder what your response would be. 

How do you deal with a situation where a fellow staff member or a student seems unable to 

understand either Afrikaans or English but only, to use your language, only an indigenous African 

language? How do you deal with such a situation? 

NKS: Well … my immediate response would be that … that … is not likely … eh … at this level, the 

university level for two reasons: those who come through, even the worst South African education 

system … eh … will have a basic working knowledge of Afrikaans or English, probably English 

… eh … otherwise if the student is Afrikaans speaking, they will probably go into one of the other 

universities … being a high probability … eh … having said that … eh … I think there are 

perhaps situations where ... eh … given a particular topic a student has great difficulty expressing 

themselves. Perhaps first year students have greater difficulty in needing of help … eh … I think 

that students in the … eh … Natural Sciences probably aren‟t required to have the language skills 

that Social Sciences students or Art students are required to have. So I think there may be 

instances there where a student … eh … struggles, I wouldn‟t say would not have, but may be 

struggles to express himself or herself … eh … and … eh … there I think the question how does 

one respond. Some of the people, and I think some horrific situations really, where some academic 

staff … eh … makes the situation worse by making students feel inferior … eh … because they 

can‟t articulate themselves in English at that point … eh … what that does of course is to add to 

the baggage that they are already carrying. I think there is a form of oppression in a way. Arguably 

one can take it further and call it racism but clearly it‟s oppression. And good word, good 

Afrikaans word would be a form of  „Baasmanskaap‟.   

I: I think it sounds as „Baasmanskaap‟. 

NKS: So … so … I would you know, it‟s sad because it happens all the time, subtle forms of it I see it 

all around me because I am very sensitive to these things. And a lot of the … my colleagues other 

than students I suppose you know … the thing like when a person doesn‟t articulate the views well 

or then you get facial expressions, you know giggles … eh … of a lecturer … eh … never ask that 

person again to give their opinion or you know, what they say after they have tried to express their 

view, suggests that the lecturer thinks that they are stupid as opposed to just not being able to 

articulate something in the dominant language of the institutional classroom. Eh … and I mean all 

these forms of oppression I think … eh … eh … need to be dealt with … eh … and I would argue 

then that‟s aside of the project you‟re referring to here. That also need to be addressed not just 
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about promoting languages, it is also about how you deal with … eh … the way in which English 

as a medium of instruction and communication is used as a weapon to disempower people. So I 

mean to answer your question I think what I am saying is that … eh … it will depend on the 

circumstances and I think that what I would do in a situation where a student is struggling to 

express himself in English, is perhaps I would say … well, say it in your mother tongue or 

alternatively … eh … you know, try and find ways to encourage the student and allow the student 

to recognise that there is … there is a process of acquiring the skills associated with that language. 

And so you don‟t need to feel ashamed that you haven‟t mastered some to a particular point. Part 

of our job as teachers and lecturers is to in fact create a learning environment. And if we don‟t do 

that then we are not doing our jobs better. 

 

I: „Ja‟. Thank you very much. The last question, the second but last because I think there is the other 

outstanding one: In your view how should students, I think you have covered this but I am just 

asking for the record. How should students who struggle with English in a class be assisted? You 

have just said it now; this is just for the record. 

 

NKS: I think the lecturer can make a difference …  

 

I: Okay … 

 

NKS: … I think the lecturer can create an opportunity for students; need to be encouraged to speak even 

if it doesn‟t come out properly, and maybe the answer is not articulate. I don‟t think it matters … 

eh … you know, initially. What I think does matter is whether after being three years in this 

institution and not overcome those problems. So I would argue that people with … first year 

students … eh … you know, in fact at every level should nonetheless be encouraged to express 

their opinion, have their say even if it doesn‟t come out in, you know, in the Queen‟s English. In 

fact arguably we don‟t want the Queen‟s English. That‟s another debate … 

 

I: … Laughs … it is another one. 

 

NKS: … Eh … but I think for me there are also other opportunities. Oral communication is one that 

comes with practise and exposure and that should be encouraged. I think that … eh … an 

argument once presented to me by a colleague was this: „We need to encourage students to 

recognise that English is not superior to any of the other African languages, any of the African 

indigenous languages or any other language internationally‟. However in certain contexts English 

is required as the means of communication and therefore like any … eh … eh … set of tools or 

skills it‟s in the student‟s best interest to master the language so that they can use the tool … eh … 
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to … eh … later on in life to do their jobs well, but at that point also to do the job of writing an 

essay and to do so to the best of their ability. What also happens I think lots of students come 

away from their experiences at UCT believing that their mother tongue if it‟s not English, it‟s 

inferior. And I think that has a negative impact on a student‟s sense of self and a sense of who they 

are and a sense of identity, their background and self-esteem sometimes. So I would argue rather 

this you know, when I do pick up situations like that and say: „look if you want to master the 

English language … eh … and you do not want to allow it to master you …‟  

 

… both laugh … 

 

I: That‟s interesting! 

 

NKS: And I think that for me is important that … eh … the vernacular is languages … the indigenous 

languages of South Africa historically have, I think always been put down, undermined and I think 

students need to realise that their mother tongue is just as important as the English language that 

they‟ve got to use in this institution or at the work place. And … eh … that mastering the use of 

the English language is merely another tool among the tools that they are learning.  

 

I: Okay … okay. Thank you very much. Eh … the final one of the questions in the schedule. You 

intimated as you have been responding to some of the questions that you repeatedly said that you 

believe that Afrikaans is an African language  

 

NKS: Yes! 

 

I: … eh … and I have gone through the language plan 2005 to 2010 and it doesn‟t come out saying 

Afrikaans is an African language, but it refers to the other languages as being African languages. 

And you have then used a term … instead of just saying they are the African languages, you said 

they are the African indigenous languages, but Afrikaans is an African language. Would you mind 

to just share with us … your thinking on this? 

 

NKS: And I think the problem with Afrikaans and many people would say this. The problem with 

Afrikaans is the manner in which Afrikaans historically associated with the Nationalist Party and 

its oppressive system. Eh … and the … I think there were efforts around the country … eh … eh 

… to promote Afrikaans as an African language. I know at UWC (University of the Western 

Cape) … eh … Afrikaans is not something that … eh … eh … I mean I am not in the Afrikaans 

department, so I never had a vested interest in promoting it formally, but I think that as someone 

who comes from a background that is Afrikaans … eh … in my upbringing, I think that … eh … I 
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would ague that … eh … for various reasons it should be considered an African language. First of 

all … eh … eh … its evolution as a language … „kombuis taal‟ … eh … which was among the 

workers … eh … eh … in the Dutch households historically and then also … eh … the fact that it 

evolved in this country and no other country … eh … you know, surely then there‟s good reason 

to treat it as an African language. And so-called Coloured people in the Western Cape speak 

Afrikaans … eh … and are they, you know, I would be interested to know what many of these 

people would say and I am sure people like Jakes Gerwel
25

 … eh … eh … historically from UWC 

would argue … eh … that you know, Afrikaans is … a South African language and South Africa 

is part of the Africa, and what does that mean? Logically then I think we can argue that it is an 

African language. It‟s a more modern day African language as opposed to perhaps a traditional 

African language. I hope that‟s fine. But from my point of view I think that there is a very sound 

argument that … eh … which says Afrikaans is an African language. It has been used and abused 

in the past … eh … used … eh … I mean I am thinking of course of the whole ‟76 yesterday being 

the sixteenth (16
th

) of June … eh … you know, yes Afrikaans was used as a tool of the oppressor, 

that‟s true. But nevertheless I think that there are opportunities now to … to reinterpret Afrikaans 

as a language of the people … eh … and a significant number of people in South Africa speak 

Afrikaans as a mother tongue and they would regard themselves as Africans. So there again there 

is another line of logic, so I mean it does not take away anything from those who argue that yes it 

was a language of the oppressor and so on. But I think that … eh … in a post-apartheid … eh … 

eh … era … Afrikaans speaking people and Afrikaans as a language have an opportunity to … to 

redeem itself. I think it would. 

 

I: No … it is ... it is. No thank you very much. I am tempted to ask questions further, but I must also 

take care of time, but thank you very much for your time. 

 

NKS: Good. Thank you very much for the opportunity. 

 

I: Okay. As an anecdote … eh … I think may be one should just ask you now that you said you are 

… to me you are multilingual in Linguistics terms. You speak Afrikaans very well, it‟s your first 

language, you speak IsiXhosa, you can even translate from other languages into IsiXhosa, you 

speak English and you are a white male … eh … how did it happen? Can you share with us? 

 

                                                 
25

 The name of Professor Jakes Gerwel is retained in the text because he is referred to as the then Vice-

chancellor of the University of the Western Cape. 
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NKS: Well … well the … eh … you‟re particularly interested in how I acquired my ability to 

communicate in isiXhosa? 

 

I: … In isiXhosa, „Ja‟. 

 

NKS: … I … eh … in the 1980‟s … eh … I found myself in a situation where I was a war resistor, with 

a conscientious objection. I objected to serving in the military. Not primarily for religious reasons 

but for a belief in something called a just war theory anyway I won‟t get into that now but what 

that did do was to put me into a situation where the military police were looking for me. And I 

didn‟t go to military. I spoke to a family friend
26

 to report for military training, my basics, what 

was called basics in those years and I didn‟t arrive. And  … so I said to my family I am going to 

go and live in the Eastern Cape in the old Transkei because at that time I had a friend … eh … 

whose parents lived in Umtata and … and he said to me why don‟t I go and you know, live there 

because there the military couldn‟t touch me. So I had a number of options I even … would go … 

some people, a friend of mine went into exile. I was very young nineteen (19) at the time and I 

didn‟t want to go far away. I didn‟t know people overseas. Eh … eh … I … I also could have 

considered Swaziland or Zimbabwe which a friend of mine did, but once again I didn‟t really 

know people there … eh … and so considered what I sometimes call inile rather than exile … 

 

I: Okay …   inile? … both laugh … interesting … 

 

NKS: … I went to the Eastern Cape for that reason but not the only reason. I also went because one of 

my colleagues at varsity had said to me one day Nkosinathi
27

 since you know that your views that 

you express are gathered not from experience but from books … 

 

I: … Laughs … okay … 

 

NKS: … He was very harsh to me; he said, „what the fuck do you know about black experience in South 

Africa?‟ So … eh … eh that simple sentence had such a profound impact on me. Then what that 

did was … eh … eh it … it caused me to consider various things and one of the things that I did do 

was I decided to go and live and work in the old Transkei. Language … eh … language learning 

and acquisition was one of my primary objectives. But I wanted to learn it within the context that 

which it was spoken and I wholly submerged myself in an environment where English was not 

spoken. So that‟s what I did. I did that for three (3) years and then I subsequently … … had 

continued … to acquire language, to use it … eh … so that was the original, the initial … eh … 

                                                 
26

 Reason same as in footnotes 22 & 23. 
27

 Nkosinathi‟s real name has been concealed for purposes of anonymity. 
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the kind of learning experience. It was a conscious effort. Eh … to … to remove myself from an 

environment where I heard other languages, other than Xhosa. And submerge myself in a situation 

where that would be the dominant language … eh … and … and that was enormous … eh … „Ja‟, 

it allowed me to very quickly I think acquire some of the basics of the language. I had to struggle 

with some things … eh … 

 

I: Really? 

 

NKS: … Pronunciation of „bh,‟ the „h‟ is such a difficult thing and I … never … people who are close to 

me sometimes say to me, Nkosinathi you haven‟t quite mastered the „bh‟ you know … eh … so 

you know, that is the little example you know, I am still on a learning curve. And then, enormous 

things … you know, isiXhosa is not an easy language … eh … it is grammatically very, very 

demanding. And so I am still sometimes when I write I struggle with the language structure and 

need help but try to follow the learning experience … and … „Ja‟ … nods … 

 

I: So you are actually saying to actually learn a new language it should be like you say a conscious 

effort and you must be able then to … to have patience and persevere and also be in an 

environment where the language is spoken. 

 

NKS: What I did was … I … I in the learning process and I continued to do this … eh … initially … eh 

… I mastered the vocabulary and associated it with a given context. And then put myself in a 

different context and mastered the language associated with the context. So initially my work was 

with children, I was involved in youth development … eh … and children in trouble with the law 

and children in difficult circumstances. That was partly my background I worked in that context. 

Eh … eh … but I mastered the vocabulary associated with that context. I then went on to master 

vocabulary associated with other contexts for example, I happened to have been quite active in a 

political organisation at a time where isiXhosa was a language of communication. So I got the … 

the struggle language in Xhosa … so … and … and then … eh … church. The language associated 

with … eh … you know, the market place, you know, you‟re going into a store and all these 

different contexts provided me with an opportunity to … eh … to learn language. So the language 

of course associated also learning Xhosa in the situation where you know, I had intimate 

relationships with people and then one would learn, you know, the language in that context. So … 

eh … I suppose … for me my word of advice to people is … is when you are acquiring vocabulary 

… eh … try and master the vocabulary and associate it with a given context and that context 

particularly that you will have regular contact with. For me that has been a huge advantage. As I 

you know, mastered the vocabulary associated with different contexts. So I gained confidence and 

then you know the process continued. 
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I: Now later on how did you come about to now get to the level where you can now start writing? 

 

NKS: Well it‟s where … it‟s always a struggle … laughs … Sometimes I do more of it than others. I 

think what I tried to do and I must be honest that I do less of it right now, but couple of years ago I 

did quite a lot of it … eh … and that was because I was regularly called upon to speak. And I am 

not called upon much these days … laughs … Partly because I‟ve grown into my own research, 

but, … eh … the … eh … in the past I would … eh … I would be, I am infrequently now being 

asked to speak at a school or to be a guest speaker somewhere and then what I would do is I would 

normally then you know, use the language that would be appropriate in that context. Eh … I do 

sometimes, still now write letters in Xhosa to friends or at least part of the letter … eh … eh … 

and that‟s partly because of just I suppose sometimes it is important to me to practise something 

that is an opportunity, but also my friends have got used to me writing to them you know, in a 

mixture of either Afrikaans and English or … eh … eh … Afrikaans and Xhosa or English and 

Xhosa … eh … eh … I tend to sort of mix it up in a minimum you know … eh … but in context 

where I have been asked to speak formally then obviously what I would like to do then is use the 

language of that context. So there are times when I have written out an entire speech in Xhosa for 

example and then got someone to correct it, make sure that there aren‟t any really bad mistakes. 

…laughs … 

 

I: Now may be towards the end of this discussion of ours probably we should end, round off the last 

part may be with a mixture of isiXhosa and Afrikaans … 

 

NKS: Ah … ah! 

 

I: … to say … eh … miskien kan ek sê kortliks wat … watter advies het jy vir mense … Afrikaans 

sprekende mense … eh … ek dink in hierdie situasie praat ons nou in mees gevalle van blankes. 

Watter boodskaap het jy vir hulle in terme van die meertalligheid … eh … stryd wat heddendags 

aan die gang is? 

 

NKS: Eerste wil ek sê jou Afrikaans is pragtig … 

 

I: Oh … baie dankie … both laugh … Ek was onbewus daarvan maar baie dankie … 

 

NKS: Jy is definitief Afrikaans magtig … 

 

I: … Is dit? 
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NKS: En … ek will graag sê enige Afrikaans sprekende mens moet, eers moet hulle besef dat … eh … 

Afrikaans nog steeds „n belangrike taal is … eh … na vier-en-nintig (‟94), eerstins is vir my baie 

belangrik. Tweedens … eh … baie Afrikaans sprekende mense kan Engles praat, daar is geen rede 

dat hulle nie ‟n derde taal kan leer nie. En ek voel die gemidelde Afrikaans sprekende mens kan 

maklik, baie maklik ek dink as Engels sprekende mense … 

 

I: Hmm … 

 

NKS: … Eh … Kan Afrikaans spreekende mense ‟n derde taal en veral African taal leer. So dit is eintlik 

my boodskaap … op die einde dat dit moontlik is en dat dit …  wat vir my belangrik is … is dat 

dit gaan eintlik … eh … oor die hele kwessie van nasie bou en verhoudinge tussen mense … eh … 

en taal maak ‟n groot verskil. 

 

I: Ek is met jou. Nou laat ons dit nou sê in isiXhosa …Uzo kutheni ke wena xa ufuna abantu 

bathethe, xa ufuna ukuthetha nabantu abanye abantu bethetha isiXhosa, isiZulu, iSetswana, 

isiVenda njalo, njalo. Uzo kutheni kubo xa ufuna bathethe? 

 

NKS: Okokuqala ndifuna ukuthi … eh … ndifuna ukukhuthaza abantu ukuba bathethe izilwimi zabo. 

Kuba ke ngendlela endibona ngayo abantu abathetha isiXhosa apha esikolweni sethu, apha eUCT, 

ngamanye amaxesha abafumani ithuba apha eklasini lokuthetha isiXhosa. Kodwa ke bafumana 

ithuba, Ixesha lokhuthetha isiXhosa Phandle. Bafumana ithuba phaya Phandle. Kulula ukuthetha 

isiXhosa phaya Phandle. 

 

I: Ukuba bathethe isiXhosa. 

 

NKS: Nantsi ke ingxaki enkulu, kukho ootitshala apha esikolweni, bayakwazi ukuthetha isiXhosa, 

Kodwa bayonqena ukuthetha isiXhosa. 

 

I: Nyani? 

 

NKS: Kodwa ke Ndiya bakhuthaza abanye ukuba bathethe isiXhosa kunye nabafundi ngakumbi 

abakwazi ukuthetha isiXhosa. Mabathethe kunye nabafundi eklasini ngamanye amaxesha xa 

bedibana nabo bathethe nabo ngabanye, “one-on-one basis,” kunxono bathethe IsiXhosa. Kodwa 

ke kukhona abanye abathetha isiZulu apha ekhampasini, iSetswana, iSesotho nezinye izilwimi. 

Nabo ndiyabakhuthaza ukuba bathethe kunye nabafundi xa bedibana nabo, bathethe ngezilwimi 

zabo. Kuba ke yindlela endibona sisiya ngayo ukukhula xa sisakha indlela e ya kwixesha elizayo 

ukwakha ikamve eliqaqambileyo xa siya ngolo hlobo … laughs …  

Univ
ers

ity
 O

f C
ap

e T
ow

n 



 18 

I: Ndiyabulela titshala. Enkosi tata.        

 

NKS:     Okay … both laugh … 

Interview ends 
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Appendix 7 

 

UCT ACADEMIC AND ADMINISTRATIVE STAFF, AND STUDENTS‟ 

ATTITUDES AND RESPONSES TO THE UCT MULTILINGUALISM LANGUAGE 

POLICY 

 
Gaontebale Nodoba 

MEd in Applied Language and Literacy Studies 

University of Cape Town 

Centre for Applied Language and Literacy Studies and Services in Africa (CALLSSA) 

nodoba@hotmail.com or gaontebale.nodoba@uct.ac.za  

 

Paper prepared for the Fourth Education Students‟ Regional Research Conference held on 15 to 16 October 

2004 at the University of Cape Town, Graduate School in Humanities Building, University Avenue, Upper 

Campus, Western Cape Province, South Africa. 

 

 
ABSTRACT 

 

Through its Multilingual Language Plan entitled: „Towards a Language Plan for the University of 

Cape Town: 2005 – 2010‟ UCT (University of Cape Town) is making an attempt to search for 

possible strategies of making multilingualism acceptable to its community. 

 

My study focuses on the attitudes of EAL
28

 students towards multilingualism. This paper will 

outline the main tenets of the UCT Multilingual Language Plan and put these side by side with 

the data from a pilot study (for my current research) done on students who form part of the EAL 

student community. The pilot study also includes responses of both academic and administrative 

support staff towards UCT‟s Multilingual language plan.  The data of the pilot study reveals what 

the beliefs, thoughts and feelings of the participants are about the use of indigenous languages in 

relation to English as the medium of instruction at UCT. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This study became necessary because of the implications of both the provision in the constitution 

for the elevation of the status of all eleven South African languages and the challenges brought 

about by the Department of Education‟s Language Policy for Higher Education (2002). Of 

interest to me, is the Multilingualism Language Policy, which is UCT‟s response to these 

                                                 
28

 EAL Students are students to whom English is an additional language. In my study students with an EAL 

background are speakers of indigenous African languages in South Africa. 
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challenges, and the reaction of both students and staff to this Multilingualism Language Policy of 

the University. 

 

Much research in the Western Cape and elsewhere in the country reveal that both EAL students 

and their parents appear to value English above their indigenous languages because of the 

perception that English is an open sesame and is also a language promoting upward social 

mobility (Nodoba 2002: 334). In the light of these research findings my research is an attempt to 

explore the relationship between conscious language use, socio-cultural maintenance, formation 

and academic performance. 

 

The central issue in this research is the language EAL students in the humanities would prefer to 

use in ideal situations to communicate in class or elsewhere on campus. The research therefore 

attempts to look at issues that could be cardinal for the implementation and effectiveness of 

multilingualism at UCT among speakers of indigenous African languages who have English as an 

additional language. 

 

UCT LANGUAGE PLAN (2003) AND RESPONSES OF STAFF AND STUDENTS 

 

The UCT Language policy, which is one of the documents that informed the Language Plan, 

recognises the University‟s linguistic diversity as a resource, which resides in individuals. It also 

recognises the personal, social and educational value of multilingualism and of language 

development (Task Team 2003:1). The Language Plan goes on to suggest that if the University 

wants to promote multilingualism and strengthen its link with the community where it is situated, 

then resources should be allocated towards the promotion of UCT staff and student proficiency in 

the three languages of the province, namely Afrikaans, English and IsiXhosa. Furthermore the 

contexts within which IsiXhosa is used should be increased (Task Team 2003:2). 

 

The pilot study reveals that most EAL students interviewed prefer to be taught in English rather 

than in another language. Their motivations vary and can be summed up into three categories 

namely, 

 those who feel that English is widely spoken; 

 those who are of the view that with an English education they can get jobs everywhere in the 

country; 
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 those who feel that they had English education throughout their schooling and it will 

therefore not make sense for them to be taught in another language. 

On the other hand members of staff, especially academics all indicated that they use English for 

doing their academic work
29

. This is so because as they pointed out English is the medium of 

instruction and research at UCT. Support staff members pointed out that they use English when 

they interact with students, but either Afrikaans or IsiXhosa when interacting with their friends 

and some colleagues while on campus. Most of the staff members also pointed out that they code 

switch a lot during informal discussions. It is worth noting that practically English appears to be 

the language of daily business at UCT. What are then the proposals of the Language Plan for 

implementing multilingualism given the linguistic practices of both staff and students, and the 

apparent hegemony of English at UCT? 

 

As regards improving access to English academic literacy for EAL (ESL)
30

 students the Plan 

proposes among others the following: 

 

 that all faculties in association with the Language Development Group in CHED
31

 and the 

School of Languages and Literature review their provision of language support, with a view 

to expansion over a period of about six years. 

 that departments be encouraged to develop self-access, contextualised multilingual concept 

dictionaries in their first-year courses with the help of African Language specialists and 

Educational Technology staff in CHED. 

 

Most academics, about 80%, in the pilot study welcomed the Language Plan even though some 

said they were waiting earnestly for its implementation. One departmental secretary had this to 

say about what she sees as lack of language support in her department for students: 

 

 

                                                 
29

 Academic Work in this sense entails research and lecturing and assessment.   
30

 The Language Plan refers to ESL (English as a Second Language). The data of the pilot study reveal that 

to many indigenous African language speakers, English is not a second language, as most of them would 

have had contact with more than one language by the time they encounter English at school. So I have 

opted for the use of EAL (English as an Additional Language) as it gives a contextual description of the 

linguist reality of the students. 
31

 CHED abbreviates the Centre for Higher Education Development at UCT.  It has a Writing Centre, 

which is part of the Language Development Group to assist students with their academic writing and 

related tasks. In 2002 the Writing Centre adopted a policy of conducting consultations with students in their 

primary languages especially EAL students.  
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Staff Member A: 

We have academic development tutorials in our department. I do not think that 

helps second language speakers of English … There was something that I spoke 

to my HOD about, it is to have a course to actually teach an English course for 

second language speakers of English. Either that or find out contact details of 

outside Colleges or Universities that offer that course because I had to turn away 

a lot of people because we do not offer that course. 

 

Both academics and administrative staff seemed to embrace the idea of providing language 

support to students with an EAL background. Students on the other hand were of the view that 

English was used everywhere on campus and sometimes it was difficult for them to express 

themselves clearly in English as some of them appeared to be in a position to express their 

thoughts clearly in their primary language.
32

 To these students language support would entail 

switching to their primary languages in cases where they did not understand concepts being dealt 

with in class or during a tutorial session. 

 

The plan further proposes the following steps to foster multilingualism and multilingual 

awareness in stages over a period of six years: 

 

Step One 

 Academic and administrative staff be provided with appropriate language learning 

opportunities and training in ESL (EAL) teaching and multilingual awareness. 

 

Most student respondents stressed the need for staff, especially academic staff, to be 

knowledgeable in indigenous languages. As one student puts it: 

 

Student I: 

 

…Zulu is spoken widely in South Africa for example but everywhere you go 

people speak English. I think it should now be the other way round, everyone 

should know at least two languages I think. 

 

                                                 
32

 Primary Language refers to the language used most often and in which a speaker is most comfortable. I 

avoided using home language as the pilot revealed that a person can have more than one  

„home language‟. Similarly the terms first language and mother tongue have also been discarded in favour 

of primary language. The former tends to be confusing especially in the case of mixed marriages – it is 

almost impossible to say which language is the first language as the child grows up with two languages. 

The latter presents us with political problems, as the language sometimes spoken at home is not that of the 

mother, therefore it is misleading to use this nomenclature. 

Univ
ers

ity
 O

f C
ap

e T
ow

n 



 5 

The responses of staff were interesting and varied. Two members of staff gave the following 

interesting account of why they thought multilingual awareness is a good thing to pursue. 

 

Staff Member B: 

…Again I would say it is a good thing, again it will build the relationships 

between the students, even staff, it would be a good thing if we do understand the 

first language of students … it can only be to the good of the university. 

 

Staff Member C: 

Firstly UCT has a Department of African Languages, incentives could be made 

to enable the lecturing staff to …for example if there was to be a class once a 

week, a basics class in Xhosa for social purposes that will be a starter. You also 

find situations where African students write an essay in English, if a lecturer is 

aware and has a working knowledge of an African language s/he will be able to 

see that the syntax and semantics of a particular student indicate that there is 

language interference between the first and second language. 

 

Step Two 

 UCT promotes multilingualism in the environment by for example creating signage in public 

spaces in the three official languages of the province and acknowledging and celebrating our 

multilingualism at official gatherings. 

 

Most of the student respondents felt that at present they do not see any multilingualism occurring. 

When the researcher pointed out to them that this was only still a plan which has not been 

implemented, they still maintained that what dominated was only English. Some referred to the 

recently publicised UCT celebrations of 175 years of existence; they suggested that 

multilingualism could be promoted in a similar fashion. They however welcomed the idea of 

signage in the official languages of the Western Cape province. 

 

In response to the question whether assessment in English only should continue, students were of 

the view that they should be given an option especially in examinations. The feeling was that 

language sometimes became a barrier to accessing knowledge. One of the respondents made the 

following assertion: 

 

Student II: 

I just think it like limits some other students a lot, for example you can fail an 

exam because you really do not understand one word and even if you ask you 

might not get the answer as sometimes the answer of the question is to be found 
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in that word. It is therefore limiting in a way to have everything in English 

because not all students understand English that well. 

Having said this the respondent was actually not sure in which language the examination papers 

should be, as she noted there were many indigenous languages therefore how do you determine as 

to which one should be used as against the others. Her predicament was that not all EAL students 

registered at UCT are Xhosa speaking. 

Members of staff had varied responses, but two of those were striking in that they show the two 

opposite ends of the dilemma of continuing to use English as the only medium of assessment: 

Staff Member D: 

I will talk from a very, very practical perspective and not an emotional one, … 

(Laughs) …because if I am talking from an emotional one I will say people have 

a right to be assessed in their own languages, in the mother tongue, but then 

from a practical perspective I think that assessment in English makes more sense 

in terms of resources, in terms of time factor where you find that the majority of 

staff have English as a first language and everybody you know …we all 

understand English. We all know how to assess and participate in English. 

Staff Member E: 

If the department has the capacity to assess the students in an indigenous African 

language I see no reason why it should not do it. The university should try to 

employ and recruit more people who have much more diverse linguistic contact 

with speakers of African languages. 

One issue that emerges from these statements is the one of resources and costs associated with 

assessing students in other languages other than English. The Language Plan recommends 

elsewhere that departments and faculties can take the cue from the Writing Centre in CHED, 

where consultations are done in the indigenous languages. As the research by Bangeni (2001) 

shows, writing in the primary language is beneficial to EAL students in that it is used to scaffold 

knowledge and competence of students in the target language, which in this instance is English. 

The phasing in of multilingualism and multilingual awareness is seen as a process by the 

Curriculum Working Group, which was commissioned by UCT to draft the Language Plan. The 

Plan therefore suggests a phasing in period of six years during which period: 
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Step Three 

 Programme or degree committees give consideration to the introduction of a relevant 

Southern African language requirement (as a credit-bearing course). In some faculties this 

may take the form of a workplace-oriented, communicative course (as has been the case in 

Health Sciences). 

 

In my view the Language Plan affords both academics and students an opportunity to experiment 

with various options over a six-year period. Both the Writing Centre and the Health Sciences are 

cases of practical manifestations of academic assessment through languages other than English. 

Data from the pilot study show that students and staff welcome the idea of assessment in 

indigenous languages though there is still ambivalence as regards the practical implications 

thereof throughout campus and across faculties. 

 

One of the tenets of the Language Plan that I believe will foster multilingualism at UCT relates to 

incentives for staff. This in my view will add value to indigenous languages in terms of these 

languages forming part of academic discourse at UCT. The Language Plan captures the issue of 

incentives as follows: 

 

Step Four 

 Human Resources (to) give consideration to the notion that staff efforts to learn another 

South African language or to undergo training in ESL teaching be recognised for purposes of 

performance appraisal. 

 

Responses of most staff members including administrative staff point in the direction of 

incentives. Therefore chances are this proposal in the Language Plan might meet with the 

approval of staff members. Students also stand to benefit in this matter, as they are the clients 

served by both academics and administrative staff. Equipped with a working knowledge of EAL 

students‟ primary language both academics and administrative staff would be in a better position 

to empathise with students in terms of language use.  With a working knowledge of an African 

language a lecturer could tilt the scales around in terms of the language of instruction. One of the 

respondents made this interesting assertion: 
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Staff Member F: 

… there are times when I have used quotes from another language and I have 

enthusiastically used them in class and then talked about the translations and the 

interpretation of that quote. I think it does two things: one if a person is Nguni-

speaking immediately they are advantaged in that situation over and above the 

English-speaking person in that class or the Afrikaans or the other language 

person in that class, but again is about … is about say you know suddenly in that 

situation it is an advantage to be an Nguni speaker whereas normally they 

always had a disadvantage because they are not speaking in their mother tongue. 

But suddenly if turning things upside down and I quite like situations that do that, 

that turn the status quo upside down even if it is only for a moment, but I think it 

is about this bigger project that I think it is important. The bigger project being 

the affirmation of indigenous languages… 

 

Fortunately the UCT Language Plan suggests that the way to deal with the hegemony of English 

is not by replacing English with the indigenous African languages, but to phase in these 

languages alongside English in both formal and informal language environments at UCT.  As 

Professor Neville Alexander noted during the multilingualism panel debate series hosted by 

CHED earlier this year,  “…This is not a case for either the mother tongue or English. It is about 

mother tongue and English.”  One of the students indicated that she used English with most of the 

workers and administrative staff as she is IsiZulu speaking. However in the residences she 

sometimes greeted in IsiXhosa. Furthermore she also uses her knowledge of IsiXhosa to her 

advantage: 

 

Student I: 

…it depends, it is like if I really want them to do something for me, then I will 

speak to them in an African language …Xhosa, because if I speak an African 

language they respond positively. I don‟t know why but it just happens. Even in 

the dinning hall you know we often want something we just say „Molo Mama 

ndicela …this, this and that…‟ and I get it unlike when I speak English. 

 

Another interesting point that emerged from the study thus far is the language choice or use of 

students in various situations. Almost all respondents reported that they use English most of the 

time on campus, while at home they use their respective primary languages especially when 

conversing with the elderly in their extended families. With their siblings and friends a different 

picture emerges – communication is in English with a lot of code switching and code mixing. 

Both students and staff with an EAL background appear to be so accustomed to English to the 

extent that they do not see their primary languages as viable languages of academic discourse. In 

response to a question relating to which language she uses to do her academic work, one staff 

member gave this answer: 

Univ
ers

ity
 O

f C
ap

e T
ow

n 



 9 

Staff Member D: 

I would like to quote just a little example of … of a situation where I was faced 

with a possibility of writing my thesis for my Masters in my home language 

Xhosa … and I mean when a month was over I was looking at this possible 

scenario and thinking would I be able to do it and sadly I came to the conclusion 

that I would not because of my education. My education background where I was 

instructed solely in English. So there is no way that I would be able to do an 

academic task of that quantity in my home language in terms of even translating 

the concepts that I had to use. So it would basically be in English only. 

 

Though it is still early days in my research to draw conclusions, it is however becoming 

increasingly clear from the data gathered that the exclusive continued use of English in academia 

seems to come with a social price to both staff and students with an EAL background – as can be 

inferred from the statement above. To me this shows the relevance and need of additive 

bilingualism
33

, which forms a crucial part of the National Language Education Policy. I hope as 

this study progresses to be able to show how an additive multilingualism policy could be 

reinforced at UCT, especially when one considers encouraging utterances such as the following, 

made in response to the question „Should resources be allocated the promotion of UCT staff and 

student proficiency in the three official languages of the Western Cape Province, namely 

Afrikaans, IsiXhosa and English?” 

 

Staff Member F: 

Well my short answer is yes. I think that it is necessary for various reasons. … I 

think the project to promote languages, which is what the question is about, is a 

worthwhile project. I think it is a worthwhile project for another reason that is 

that I believe that given the changes in South Africa that it will be in the interests 

of those who at the moment would be classified, to use your category, 

monolingual to actually make the effort because it will improve and afford them 

the opportunity, because I think this is being promoted in other places in 

government departments. I think it is a kind of … it is about learning a range of 

skills. But I also think it is about nation building and I think that people who 

make the effort to learn languages that are not their mother languages are in the 

process of building bridges. My experience is that on and off campus, has been 

that my languages that I have used create opportunities to connect with people in 

ways that I wouldn‟t be able to connect with them if I didn‟t have those 

languages. I think language is definitely more than just a tool on campus, but I 

also think that it is also part of a bigger project promoting nation building in this 

country and communication in someone else‟s mother tongue I think just allows 

people to be more receptive as well… 

 

                                                 
33

 Additive Bilingualism occurs when the acquisition of the second language reinforces knowledge of the 

primary language. It is the opposite of Subtractive Bilingualism, which occurs when the acquisition of a 

second language leads to a loss or weakening of the primary language.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

About 80% of both staff and students
34

 welcomed the multilingual language plan while the 

remaining 20% indicated that they would like to see how it would be implemented. A 

contradiction emerging from the data concerns the students‟ wishes to be taught in English while 

at the same time they made pleas for more primary language intervention. One possible major 

factor that might account for such a paradox could be the fact that to date the UCT 

Multilingualism Language Plan has not been vigorously marketed among students on campus, 

safe for the few multilingualism panel debate series sessions hosted by CHED. Generally both 

staff and students were not aware of this Language Plan. 

 

According to the timetable in the Language Plan, 2004 is the year in which this policy would be 

taken to the UCT community for discussion and comment. Therefore much still needs to be done 

in this direction by among others stakeholders such as the Student Development section and the 

SRC in particular. Another factor that seems to contribute to this dilemma is the apparent 

hegemony of English at UCT. The inevitable question to ask in this instance is „Does this mean 

that EAL students are paying the social price of cultural assimilation?‟ Answer to this and other 

related questions will have to be explored as this research progresses. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
34

 Since this was a pilot study of the questionnaire for the main study that I am currently conducting, I had a 

sample size of fifteen (15) for staff and the same number of student respondents. The purpose was to try out 

the questions on typical respondents with the aim of either improving such questions or discarding some. 

So 80% of each group of respondents will be twelve (12) out of a sample size of fifteen (15). The sample 

sizes were determined by resources, time and availability of both staff and students, as the pilot study 

occurred at the time of UCT‟s mid-year examinations. The questionnaire has since been improved and the 

researcher is in the process of analysing the data from such a questionnaire.   
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Appendix 8 

 
UNIVERSITY OF CAPE TOWN 

 
              LANGUAGE POLICY   

 
Approved Senate 23 June 1999; Council 4 August 1999, revised 2003. 
 
 
Preamble 
 
The language policy of the University of Cape Town takes as its starting point the need to prepare students 
to participate fully in a multi-lingual society, where multi-lingual proficiency and awareness are essential.  
 
An important objective pertains to the development of multi-lingual awareness on the one hand, and multi-
lingual proficiency on the other. Language and literature departments at UCT that teach South African 
languages other than English or international languages are expected to play a key role in exploring ways of 
assisting the UCT community to achieve such awareness and proficiency. 
 
English is the medium of instruction and administration. English is an international language of 
communication in science and business, but it is not the primary language for many of our students and staff.  
A major objective is, therefore, to ensure that our students acquire effective literacy in English, by which we 
understand the ability to communicate through the spoken and written word in a variety of contexts: 
academic, social, and in their future careers.  
 
 
Teaching and Examinations 
 
English is both the medium of teaching and of examination except in language and literature departments 
where another language is taught and may be used.  This applies at all levels, and to dissertations and theses 
for higher degrees. 
 
To further the objective of the promotion of multi-lingual awareness and proficiency, all academic 
programme convenors and teachers will be required, with the aid of language and literature departments, 
staff in the Centre for Higher Education Development, and CALSSA (The Centre for Applied Language 
Studies and Services in Africa), to explore and implement ways in which these aims may be achieved 
through the Undergraduate and Postgraduate Programme structures. 
 
 
Admissions 
 
All applicants, whether at undergraduate or postgraduate level, must have attained a certain level of 
proficiency in English and must be required to submit evidence of this as part of their application to study, 
as outlined below. 
 
UCT language policy in respect of South African Senior Certificate undergraduate applicants: 
 
 South African Senior Certificate undergraduate applicants to UCT must have achieved a pass at 40% or 

more on the Higher Grade in English (First or Second Language) at Senior Certificate/Further Education 
and Training Certificate level. 

 
UCT language policy in respect of undergraduate or postgraduate English Foreign Language (EFL) or 

Foreign Permanent (FP) applicants whose primary language is not English (note: an EFL country is 

defined as one in which English is not, for example, the medium of communication between educated groups 

of people who do not share a common language, or is not the medium of instruction in schools or a 

significant medium of written communication): 
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 such applicants are required to submit one of the following: a recent score (obtained within 3 - 5 years 
before application for admission) of at least 570 (paper-based test) or 230 (computer-based test) on the 
Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL); a recent overall band score of 7.0 (with no individual 
element of the test scoring below 6.0) on the International English Language Testing System (IELTS); 
or, noting that this may only be written at certain designated venues within South Africa, a score of at 
least 65% on the university‟s Placement Test in English for Educational Purposes (PTEEP).   

 on arrival at the university, all EFL undergraduate students will be required to write the PTEEP for 
placement, if necessary, in an academic literacy course or a mainstream course with an academic literacy 
component. 

 
Administration 
 
English is the language of internal governance and of administration.  All English communication must be 
clear and concise and gender-sensitive. 
 
All administrative heads of department will be required, with the aid of language and literature departments, 
and CALSSA (The Centre for Applied Language Studies and Services in Africa), to explore and implement 
ways in which the aims of multilingualism awareness and proficiency may be promoted.  
 
 
 
Language Policy Doc 2 July 2003 
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Appendix 9 

Towards a Language Plan for the University of Cape Town: 

2005-2010 

 
1. Introduction. 

 

The purpose of this document is to propose strategies, guidelines and structures for 

the introduction of multilingual awareness and practice at the University of Cape 

Town. It is informed by the University‟s Language Policy and its Action Guides; the 

Constitution of South Africa and the Department of Education‟s „Language Policy for 

Higher Education‟. The latter requires institutions to include (in their three-year 

rolling plans) the strategies they have put in place „to promote multilingualism‟ and to 

show progress in this regard (Department of Education 2002). 

 

The Curriculum Working Group established a task team in March 2003, which was 

required to develop proposals for presentation to Senate. The task team was required 

to focus on the issues of: 

 

 Languages of instruction 

 The promotion of multilingualism in the institutional policies and practices of 

higher education
35

. 

 

The task team, comprised of language specialists, academics and a student 

representative, has consulted widely with key stakeholders in the University (see 

appendix 1) and has sought to take into consideration their views in reflecting on 

current language practices at UCT as well as in developing proposals in this regard. 

 

2. English in a multilingual context at UCT. 

 

Language is central to our social and academic engagement at every level: to our 

communication with those around us, to our learning and to our identities. To plan 

how we use language in our community is to make a statement about how we 

conceive of ourselves as an educational institution, and about how we wish to relate to 

the wider South African society and to an international community of scholars. 

 

English is the medium of instruction at UCT. However, the University‟s language 

policy advocates many languages of communication. It „takes as its starting point the 

need to prepare students to participate fully in a multilingual society, where 

multilingual proficiency and awareness are essential‟. It also commits itself to 

ensuring that all students and staff have access to effective literacy in English. The 

language policy recognises our linguistic diversity as a resource, rather than a problem 

which resides in individuals. It also recognises the personal, social and educational 

value of multilingualism and of language development. This position reflects the 

University‟s stated institutional goals to: 

 

                                                 
35

 The issues of „The future of languages as a field of academic study and research‟ and „The 
study of foreign languages‟ were referred to the Faculty of Humanities for discussion and 
feedback. 
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 be a player in the global field whilst playing an active developmental and 

supportive role in its local African environment; 

 ensure meaningful access and success for students and staff from diverse 

backgrounds; 

 create an institutional culture where systems, processes, behaviour, symbols 

and rituals represent a diversity of culture (see “Vision 2001 and Beyond” and 

“Guides for Action”). 

 

This document provides guidelines for institutional language development which will 

assist in aligning the University‟s language practices with its institutional goals. 

 

 

3. UCT’s linguistic context. 

 

South Africa has 11 official languages. English, Xhosa and Afrikaans are the official 

languages of the Western Cape. UCT has a very diverse linguistic population. In the 

last three years, on average, 65% of the overall UCT student population declared 

English as their first language. The remaining 35% have home languages which 

include all of the official languages, as well as many other African, European and 

Asian languages. Together, first-language speakers of English, Afrikaans and Xhosa 

speakers comprise approximately 81% of the overall student numbers at present. 

Whilst we wish to promote multilingualism and multilingual awareness in general, in 

a climate of limited resources, and in a context where the University has committed 

itself to strengthening its engagement with the Western Cape population, it makes 

most sense to allocate resources towards the promotion of UCT staff and student 

proficiency in the three languages of the region, and to increasing the contexts in 

which Xhosa is used. In doing so, we are mindful of the opportunities presented for 

joint development of Xhosa with the other tertiary institutions in the Western and 

Eastern Cape. 

 

 

4. Improving Access to English for all students. 

 

4.1. Background 

 

At present, there is a particular problem as regards throughput of students for whom 

English is a second/foreign language. In several programmes/degrees, the discrepancy 

in throughput rate between English first-language and second language students is 

currently over 20%. A considerable body of research (including that of the Language 

Development Group in CHED) has shown that: 

 

 language and cognitive development are closely linked; 

 cognitive processes generally work best through the first language; 

 because of the existence of a common underlying proficiency, use of the home 

language can actively promote more effective acquisition and development of 

the second-language; 

 because of the affective nature of language learning and the close relationship 

between language and identity, the development of a second language works 

best when the first language is acknowledged/accorded status in the immediate 

environment. 
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In this view the home language is an important resource for the development of the 

second language. Language is recognised as a tool for learning and not just a means of 

communication. The specialised language of the disciplines relies on the ability to 

decode (often subtle) linguistic cues to meaning. Although performance of these 

students cannot be attributed solely to language (particularly given issues such as 

schooling and class background) it is clear that, given the centrality of language to 

learning, the fact that they are learning in a second language plays a significant role. 

 

It is the duty of each faculty to ensure that students are provided with the necessary 

tuition to acquire effective literacy in English. The UCT language policy defines this 

as „the ability to communicate through the spoken and written word in a variety of 

contexts: academic, social and their future careers‟. This is a commitment to explicit 

teaching of the literacy and language skills of the disciplines to all students, a complex 

task because UCT draws students from diverse language and schooling backgrounds. 

 

In order to develop the appropriate language intervention for all students, it is 

therefore important to identify the nature of students‟ proficiency in English, as well 

as in other South African languages. It is also important to look at language 

proficiency in relation to school background. Whilst a student may have developed 

basic interpersonal communication skills in a language, they may not be able to use 

that language for academic purposes. Depending on the language in which the student 

has been schooled, and the nature of that schooling, this may apply equally to the 

home or second language (see appendix 2 for a fuller explanation of different types of 

proficiency). 

 

In the following section, we attempt to describe the English literacy needs of students 

who are home language speakers of South African or foreign languages.
36

  

 

4.1.1. English Second language (ESL) speakers from English medium schools: 

 

Significantly, over the past three years, on average 65% of first-time entering students 

declared English as their first language on their UCT application forms. However, in 

the same period, an average of 73% wrote English as a first language in their 

matriculation examinations. This discrepancy highlights the important fact that a 

significant number
37

 of students who are second language speakers of English and who 

are eligible for admission to the University have completed most, if not all of their 

school education through the medium of English in relatively well-resourced, urban 

schools. These students represent a growing black middle-class population who have 

chosen to attend former „Model C‟, private and former „DEC‟ schools. Research 

conducted in the Western Cape and elsewhere in the country has shown that students 

and parents are choosing to be educated through the medium of English because of a 

perception that this will lead to upward mobility and social success. 
 
 

 

                                                 
36

 This is not meant to imply that students who are home language speakers of English do not 
also have problems with accessing the literacy practices of their disciplines. 
37

 The number is bigger than the statistics indicate because many students, who have 
attended English medium schools, cite English as their first language. 
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More research is needed to develop a picture of the language proficiency, literacy 
skills, language attitudes and school backgrounds of this increasingly diverse group of 

students. However, both UCT‟s language proficiency admissions test (PTEEP) and 

students‟ academic performance in Commerce, Engineering, Health Sciences, Law 

and Science have shown that some of these students may still have difficulty with 

formal written tasks and with the degree to which they are able to use abstract 

reasoning in English. Grade inflation in the matriculation examination has meant that 

they are sometimes not identified as needing extra help when they enter the 

institution. Because they are also likely to have limited academic proficiency in their 

home languages, and a limited desire to use their home languages for academic 

purposes (see Bangeni 2001), academic literacy courses in English, which focus on 

the literacy requirements and discourse
38

 conventions of their discipline, are the most 

appropriate form of intervention for these students. The discipline‟s specific form of 

knowledge construction, and the language in which knowledge is expressed, have to 

be made explicit. In a number of disciplines this also involves showing students how 

the form of enquiry and methods of representing knowledge are different from the 

practices that served them well at school. 

 

At present, provision for this group of students varies across faculties and exists in the 

form of one or more of the following: introductory courses, adjunct tutorials, 

laboratory writing skills tutorials and consultations in the Writing Centre. Although 

this area is presently fairly well-established in some faculties, there is still a tendency 

to regard this kind of intervention as peripheral rather than to see it as central to the 

curriculum and students‟ development. The result is that the teaching is often 

delegated to Academic Development staff and/or relatively inexperienced part-time 

tutors with little investment from departments in terms of: (i) training and 

development of tutors; (ii) integrating academic literacy into lectures and (iii) 

ensuring that the skills that are introduced in the first-semester are reinforced in the 

disciplines, and developed throughout the undergraduate years. 

 

4.1.2. Students who have studied English as a second language: 

 

For a small, but significant population of students - those who have written English as 

a second language (ESL) in the matriculation examinations, as well as English second 

language adult learners - providing opportunities to use their home languages can act 

as a tool for learning and can scaffold access to the discourses of their disciplines. 

Research conducted among English second and foreign language students at UCT 

shows that they are well-disposed towards English as a medium of instruction in the 

institution. However, they often experience their lack of academic proficiency in 

English as a social marker and gatekeeper in the institutional environment (Kapp 1998 

and Bangeni 2001). 

 

Although the introductory courses mentioned above scaffold this process, we believe 

that ESL students' access to the cognitively-demanding level of English required in 

the disciplines is strengthened if they were able to access some materials through the 

medium of their home languages at entry level. For some students this serves the dual 

                                                 
38

 This definition of discourse assumes that the specialised language of the discipline is 
intimately linked to its processes of knowledge construction. Students may learn the surface 
language of the discipline without fully comprehending the values of the discipline. 
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purpose of epistemological access as well as a degree of affirmation (see appendix 2 

for the theoretical basis for this argument). Staff of the Academic Development 

Programme, and in particular the Language Development Group, have introduced 

various innovations in this regard including: 

 

 encouraging students to use their home languages in class as a scaffolding tool 

to clarify ideas and concepts (see Kapp 1998) 

 conducting writing centre and staff/student consultations in the home language 

 developing glossaries/concept dictionaries of difficult course-specific 

concepts with students (see Nomdo et al 2002) 

 where appropriate, allowing students to write in their home languages as a 

scaffolding device 

 providing orientation materials in the home language (see Commerce orientation booklet) 

 translating essay topics to the home language 

 training tutors to use multilingualism as a resource 

 developing multilingual textbooks. 

 

These innovations have tended to be confined to introductory and Academic 

Development courses and would benefit from being mainstreamed and systematised. 

We envisage the development of multi-media, self access multilingual materials for 

key first-year courses with the help of Educational Technology staff and African 

Language specialists. The University of Stellenbosch has also indicated a willingness 

to share multilingual concept dictionaries that they have developed in the field of 

Engineering and to develop an ongoing reciprocal relationship. At present we 

envisage that the development of concept dictionaries will be confined to Afrikaans 

and Xhosa, but this may well be extended as other universities begin to develop 

materials. 

 

Although materials development will at present be confined to Afrikaans and Xhosa, 

this does not preclude multilingual conversations through peer help. During our 

consultations, some academics expressed concern that such practices may have the 

effect of fostering ethnic division. This has not been the experience of practitioners in 

the Language Development Group, who have found that there is an increased level of 

participation in class when students feel that the classroom is a safe environment 

where they can get help with translation when they struggle with English, as opposed 

to feeling humiliated. Students also regularly make use of peer tutoring systems in the 

residences for this purpose. When lecturers have a working knowledge of (as opposed 

to proficiency in) a student‟s home language, it is possible to have a conversation in 

two languages with the student speaking his/her home language and the lecturer 

replying in English. Some lecturers have also expressed a desire to receive training in 

English second language teaching and multilingual awareness. At present this kind of 

training is only available in a Masters‟ level Academic Literacy course. However, 

CHED is prepared to facilitate this process through workshops run by Language 

Development Staff and staff of the African Languages and Literatures section under 

the auspices of the Higher Education Studies programme. 

 

4.1.3. Students for whom English is a foreign language: 

 

Since the introduction (in 1997) of policy on the admission of students who are 

speakers of English as a foreign language (EFL), the numbers of undergraduate EFL 
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students have dropped, though there are still instances where faculties admit students 

who have little hope of passing because they have limited proficiency in English. A 

number of departments still bypass the admission requirements and have continued to 

admit international postgraduate students who are not sufficiently proficient in the 

medium of instruction and/or who require extensive instruction in the literacy 

practices of the discipline in the South African context. This often causes extreme 

emotional and financial problems for students who have been successful elsewhere. 

At present there is no special language provision for EFL students, although the 

Centre for Applied Language and Literacy Studies (CALLSSA) is currently 

developing proposals to undertake such provision for prospective postgraduate 

students. The Writing Centre also services many of these students through 

consultation around essays, as well as through grammar courses. The basic principle 

should remain that only those students who gain the required test scores should be 

admitted. Thereafter, appropriate language support should be provided via 

supervisors, the Centre for Applied Language and Literacy Studies (CALLSSA) and 

the Writing Centre. 

4.2. Assessment of students for whom English is a second/ foreign language: 

4.2.1. Writing is central to assessment in many of the disciplines on our campus. 

Research all over the world has shown that a conscious focus on writing in the 

disciplines is the key to improving the quality of student output. Currently, this is in 

place in most disciplines at the first-year level. However, research has shown that 

literacy skills in the discipline develop over time; and that to become proficient in the 

discourse, students need regular and detailed feedback on their writing (Ballard and 

Clanchy 1988). At present, many academics give students feedback on drafts at firstyear 

and postgraduate levels. However, this is often not allowed at senior 

undergraduate levels. Evidence from the Writing Centre and findings from a current 

research project indicate that students sometimes receive very little feedback on the 

essays they submit at senior undergraduate levels. In some departments in the Science 

and Engineering faculties, final-year and postgraduate students are asked to produce 

extensive writing projects and dissertations with virtually no prior preparation at 

earlier levels. Writing development takes time and requires opportunities for practice 

and for feedback. This applies to all students, but particularly to those who are writing 

in an additional language. The Language Development Group has the capacity to 

work with academics across the disciplines to ensure that an explicit focus on writing 

is integrated into the teaching of the discipline. 

4.2.2. As part of its deliberations, the task team considered a proposal by the SRC that 

students for whom English is a second/foreign language be allowed the use of print 

English language dictionaries in examinations, and that they should be allowed extra 

time. The task team believes that this proposal should be supported at the first-year 

level. A number of U.S. and Australian universities provide for extra time and 

dictionaries in examinations on the basis that research has shown that text-processing 

takes longer in a second language (Kiwan 2000). In the South African context, 

research at the University at Stellenbosch has confirmed the finding that 

second/foreign language students take much longer to read and to produce written 

work in academic English, a situation that is exacerbated by the negative effects of 

time-induced stress of examination conditions (Faure et al 2003). Our 

recommendation is that departments that require students to undertake extensive 
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reading and writing in examinations consider allowing ESL/EFL students (i.e. those 

who have written English as a second language in their final year of school) and who 

are in their first year of academic study (ayos1) (i) extra time in the examinations (on 

application) and (ii) the use of print English language dictionaries (to be provided by 

departments). An alternative could be the provision of 10-15 minutes extra reading 

time for all first-year examinations that require extensive reading. 'Take-home' and 

'open book' examinations are also options worth considering in departments where 

that is viable and appropriate. There are precedents for these alternatives in the 

English Department. 

 

4.2.3. As a result of a concern (expressed by students over many years), a Senate sub- 

Committee is currently considering a proposal for anonymous marking of examination 

scripts. The intention of this policy is to minimize the possibility that irrelevant 

inferences be subconsciously used to discriminate for or against students, in particular 

inferences based on gender, race and any other kind of information which can be 

made on the basis of a student‟s name. These subconscious inferences can influence 

the assessment of second and foreign language students. 

 

4.2.4. With the exception of the School of Languages and Literatures, the UCT 

Language policy currently makes provision for assessment in English only. However, 

it has become apparent that in some departments where students are being prepared 

for a multilingual workplace, it is important to examine students in the language in 

which they intend to practice. Currently this applies particularly to in-service training 

in Education and PRAESA and to adult learning. In the future there may be other 

initiatives, such as the current proposal by the Judge President of the Western Cape 

that the Faculty of Law and CALLSSA provide legal and language training for court 

interpreters. 

 

 

4.3. Proposal to improve access to English academic literacy for ESL students. 

 

Taking into consideration the points raised in section 4, we propose that 

Faculties (in association with the Language Development Group in 

CHED, the School of Languages and Literatures and other appropriate 

structures) review their provision of language support, with a view to 

expansion. 

 

To facilitate this process, we recommend that, staged over a period of about 

six years: 

 degree/programme committees give thought to how to strengthen and 
expand their current provision of language and literacy support through 

            adjunct tutorials and/or writing tasks, particularly at senior levels. 
 departments be encouraged to develop self-access, contextualised 

            multilingual concept dictionaries in their first-year courses with the help of 
            African Language specialists and Educational Technology staff in CHED. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

Univ
ers

ity
 O

f C
ap

e T
ow

n 



 

 8 

5. The Promotion of multilingualism in institutional policies and practices. 

 

5.1. The provision of communicative, workplace-orientated courses in Xhosa and/or 

Afrikaans for students. 

 

The UCT mission is 'to be an outstanding teaching and research university, educating 

for life and addressing the challenges facing our society'. We believe that it is not 

possible to achieve this without taking into account South Africa‟s multilingualism. In 

order to equip our students with 'life-long skills' for the workplace in a democratic 

South Africa where all citizens have a constitutional right (section 30) to function in 

their home languages in the public domain, they will need to achieve proficiency in at 

least one African language. In some professions, this is likely to become a 

requirement. There are increased reports from departments, from the workplace and 

recent research, that English-speakers are ill-equipped to cope in professions like 

Teaching, Law and Social Work because of a lack of ability to converse in the 

languages of the region and a lack of cultural awareness. 

 

There appears to be a perception by staff in some faculties that students are resistant 

to the notion of learning other South African languages. However, our proposals have 

received full support from all the Student Faculty Councils and the SRC. In the Health 

Sciences, where Xhosa and Afrikaans are compulsory, student evaluations have been 

overwhelmingly positive, with students‟ only significant complaint being the 

workload (see appendix 3). We believe that there are important lessons to be learnt 

from the model in that faculty. 

 

In the current model in Health Sciences, Xhosa and Afrikaans classes are fully 

integrated into the “Becoming a Doctor” course alongside clinical skills, health 

promotion, community health and family medicine. Language teaching includes direct 

contact in small groups (90 minutes per week) and self-access multimedia materials. 

The focus of the language training is on the development of conversational skills for 

medical consultations. Students are tested on their ability to converse with a patient in 

Afrikaans and Xhosa in an onsite clinical examination. This means that the course has 

direct relevance for students‟ future careers as doctors, that they are able to recognise 

the relevance (as indicated by the evaluation results) and are consequently motivated 

to learn. The course is credit-bearing and students have to pass the language 

components (which together count a third of the course). 

 

Although this model of teaching is initially expensive in terms of production of 

integrated materials and the provision of small group teaching, we think it is the ideal 

model because it provides the appropriate level of proficiency (in this case basic 

interpersonal communication skills) and relevant content. In the long term, we would 

like to make such provision available to all the professional faculties. At present, Law, 

Education and the Social Work Programme are all ready to pursue this route and to 

make the necessary curriculum space available. Interest and support has been 

expressed by the Engineering DAC. We hope that Humanities, Science and 

Commerce will give consideration as to how to introduce multilingualism and 

multilingual awareness into the curricula of students in the general degrees. It will 

also be necessary to engage in concrete steps to foster a community in which 

multilingual language proficiency is a goal to which students aspire because they 

realise its value. We envisage that this will have to be a staged process, given the 
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necessity for extensive curriculum development. This is reflected in our proposed 

timetable (section 8). 

The focus on the languages of the region is a starting point. We are aware that Xhosa 

as a second language is not well-developed in Western Cape schools, and reports from 

the Western Cape Education Department are that this situation is unlikely to improve 

significantly in the foreseeable future. At present we do not have the capacity to offer 

domain-specific, workplace-orientated courses in other languages. As more 

universities develop such courses, this may become possible. However, we believe 

that even if students do not end up living and working in the Western Cape, a working 

knowledge of Xhosa will benefit them in terms of access to other Nguni languages. 

Although there are important differences between the languages, Zulu, Swati, Tsonga 

and Ndebele are all mutually intelligible, have the same structural bases and together 

make up 51% of speakers of African languages in this country (Census, 2001). 

Learning a second language, particularly a South African language, will have 

additional benefits in our context in terms of building sensitivity and cultural 

awareness. It is a means towards building a nation where people make an attempt to 

understand one another. 

5.2. Providing access to multilingualism for staff. 

The majority of academic staff are home language speakers of English who have a 

working knowledge or fluency in Afrikaans. There are very few members of staff who 

are proficient in Xhosa. There is an urgent need to employ more staff who are 

speakers of African languages, but it is equally urgent to encourage English speakers 

to acquire at least a working knowledge of an African language. Here, „working 

knowledge‟ is defined as the ability to conduct a basic conversation with reasonably 

accurate pronunciation, and sufficient knowledge of the linguistic system to be able to 

identify the difficulties that students have that are the result of linguistic transfer from 

the home language. Self-access, multimedia materials can be used to assist this 

process. It is also important to train staff to use multilingualism as a tool for learning 

in their teaching. In addition, staff should be sensitised to the ways in which their 

classes often alienate and silence students through lack of cultural sensitivity or an 

over-reliance on certain forms of cultural capital (see Steyn and Van Zyl, 2000).
39

Extensive research has been conducted into critical language awareness in this 

country (see Kaschula and Anthonissen, 1995). Members of the School of Languages 

and Literatures are currently investigating the provision of SAQA approved, 

communicative courses in Xhosa for this purpose. It is not yet known whether there is 

a demand for such courses in Afrikaans. 

UCT administrators generally have proficiency in English and a working knowledge 

or fluency in Afrikaans. There are very few who have proficiency in Xhosa. There is 

also a need to make provision for administrative staff to acquire conversational 

fluency in Xhosa through SAQA approved courses. At present only multimedia 

facilities are available. Moreover, African language speakers in the administrative 

area often experience English as a gatekeeper to their progress in the institution 

because many have oral, but not written proficiency in the language. Where 

39
 This issue is also a source of anger among black staff. 
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appropriate, we need to facilitate courses and/or mentorship in written English 

proficiency for those who are African language speakers. The need for the 

development of cultural sensitivity in this area is also apparent. 

 

We think that it is important that incentives be provided for staff to learn another 

language or to engage in training in ESL courses and multilingual awareness. 

Participation in SAQA-approved courses could be funded by drawing on the National 

Skills Levy. 

 

5.3. Developing a multilingual institutional environment. 

 

We need to take concrete steps to create a multilingual environment in which all staff, 

students and parents feel welcome and acknowledged through the use of (at least) the 

regional languages in public spaces, documentation (where appropriate) and public 

gatherings. The Registrar is currently investigating the feasibility of changing UCT 

signage on buildings to incorporate Afrikaans and Xhosa. The Development office is 

also considering how to use the regional languages in important public events. The 

development of in-house translation capacity is being investigated. Similarly to other 

universities, we could consider the introduction of multilingual awareness in some 

publications like “Monday Paper” and “Varsity”. Human Resources and SDSD are 

also currently exploring the development of interactive, web-based multimedia which 

could promote multilingualism and cultural awareness. We could also investigate the 

possibility of a trilingual official letterhead. 

 

The task team believes that special attention needs to be given to graduation 

ceremonies. While it seems important to preserve time-honoured U.C.T. traditions, it 

seems equally important to acknowledge our location in Africa through use of the 

regional languages in the programme, in the welcoming address and in song. During 

our consultations, many people have talked about the need to pronounce students‟ 

names appropriately, and we suggest that the University give consideration to the 

appointment of orators (staff members or senior students who are speakers of African 

languages) to undertake this task. It has also been noted that UCT is the only 

university in the country where the national anthem is not sung at graduation. There is 

strong support for this proposal from Student Faculty Councils. 

 

Similar consideration could be given to other important occasions where we welcome 

parents, prospective students and members of the public into our midst. It has been 

noted that UCT‟s forthcoming 175th anniversary will be an important time to 

foreground and celebrate our multilingualism. 
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5.4. Proposal to develop multilingual proficiency and awareness. 

 

Taking into consideration the issues raised in section 5, we recommend 

that concrete steps be taken to foster multilingualism and multilingual 

awareness. 

To facilitate this process we recommend that, staged over a period of six years: 

 

 programme/degree committees give consideration to the introduction of a 

            relevant Southern African language requirement (as a credit-bearing 

            course). In some faculties this may take the form of a workplace-              

            orientated, communicative course (as has been the case in Health 

            Sciences). 

 academic and administrative staff be provided with appropriate language 

            learning opportunities and training in ESL teaching and multilingual 

            awareness. 

 Human Resources give consideration to the notion that staff efforts to learn 

            another South African language or to undergo training in ESL teaching be 

            recognised for purposes of performance appraisal. 

 Student Development and Services and the Residences sector be asked to 

            develop appropriate informal opportunities for the promotion of 

            multilingualism and for English first language speakers to hear and speak 

            other South African languages with their peers. 

 UCT promotes multilingualism in the environment by, for example, 

            creating signage in public spaces in the three official languages of the 

            province; producing some documentation in English, Xhosa and Afrikaans 

            and acknowledging and celebrating our multilingualism at official 

            gatherings. 

 

Note: Although the recommendations in this report contain concrete suggestions 

about structural implementation, this should not preclude new initiatives or the use of 

resources other than those mentioned. The task team has considered a timetable of 

activities over approximately 6years, which it envisages taking to faculties for 

discussion and debate in 2004. 

 

9. Governance structures. 

 

It is important that the work of implementing and monitoring multilingualism be 

owned by the institution at the highest level. We therefore recommend that a Senate 

committee, chaired by an executive member be responsible for implementation. The 

committee would be expected to work with the budgeting and planning process, and 

with the development office. Moreover, we recommend that the various projects 

outlined above be located in one institutional home (to be decided), but drawing on 

appropriate expertise across the University. 
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10. Conclusion. 

 

U.C.T. has committed itself to a process of transformation that includes the 

recognition of multilingualism as a resource for learning and development as spelled 

out in the existing language policy. We have attempted to take into account 

institutional constraints and possibilities in developing appropriate proposals for our 

context. We believe that the key to their success rests in: 

 

 strong institutional leadership and support; 

 strong support and commitment at faculty and departmental level; 

 a carefully piloted, staged process of implementation; 

 co-operation with other tertiary institutions; 

 regular evaluation of the plan in terms of our institutional and societal context. 

 

11 November 2003 

 

Task Team members: 

Assoc. Prof Mugsy Spiegel (Chair and member of CWG) 

Dr Benito Khotseng (Deputy Vice-Chancellor) 

Assoc. Professors Sandile Gxilishe; Russell Kaschula and Chris Van der Merwe 

(School of Languages and Literatures) 

Prof. Raj Ramesar (Health Sciences) 

Dr Rochelle Kapp (CHED) 

Ms Bee Wijsenbeek (SRC). 

 

Appendix 1: List of individuals/groups consulted by the task team: 

 

Profs Ndebele, De la Rey and Hall. 

Mr Hugh Amoore. 

Ms Judy Favish, Academic Planning. 

Ms Sandra Ansoge and Ms Joanne Uphill, Human Resources. 

Mr Francois Botha, Discrimination and Harassment Office, SDSD. 

Ms Rhoda Kadalie, member of Council. 

Staff of School of Languages and Literatures. 

English Department (Linguistics) Professors Raj Mesthrie and Kay McCormick. 

Staff of PRAESA (including Prof. Neville Alexander). 

CALLSSA (Prof. Doug Young). 

School of Education and Schools Development Unit (Prof. Crain Soudien and Dr 

Lydia Abel). 

Professional Staff Development, CHED (Dr Suellen Shay). 

Staff of Language Development Group, CHED. 

Health Sciences (Prof. Trevor Gibbs and Prof. Dele Amosun). 

Dean‟s Advisory Committee for Commerce, Engineering, Humanities, Law and 

Science. 

CHED Faculty Board. 

SRC and Faculty councils. 

Ms Phumla Satyo, Western Cape Education Department. 

Universities consulted: 

Rhodes; Western Cape; Witwatersrand and Stellenbosch. 
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Appendix 2 – Academic Language Proficiency. 

 

The work of Canadian Applied Linguist Jim Cummins (1996) and a range of theorists 

working in bilingual contexts, have shown that it is necessary to make a distinction 

between the conversational and academic aspects of language proficiency. Cummins 

distinguishes between 'basic interpersonal communication skills' and 'cognitive 

academic language proficiency'. If they are well-motivated and have adequate 

teaching support, learners generally acquire conversational fluency in a second 

language relatively easily, particularly if they are living in an environment where the 

language is used frequently. Academic language proficiency is far harder to learn in a 

second language. It requires a solid cognitive grounding in the first language which 

enables the learner to transfer concepts from the first language into the second 

language. It is also far more reliant on conscious teaching which scaffolds learners. 

 

In this respect, Cummins has made a distinction between the use of language in 

context-embedded and context-reduced situations. Context-embedded situations are 

typical of face-to-face interactions where the communication is supported by a range 

of contextual, interpersonal extra-linguistic cues to meaning such as gestures, facial 

expression and intonation. Context-reduced situations are typical of (although not 

limited to) many academic contexts which require high levels of cognitive 

engagement and typically rely on primarily linguistic cues to meaning. Such contexts 

require high-levels of academic language proficiency. The distinction here is not 

between oral and written modes. Listening to a difficult lecture where there is little 

possibility for interaction may be as context-reduced and cognitively demanding as 

reading a difficult academic article or trying to analyse an essay topic. Equally, 

writing an electronic mail message may be undemanding and context-embedded if 

you are communicating with a friend. 

 

In most black South African (formerly DET) schools, English as a subject is taught as 

a second language. The emphasis in the existing senior syllabus is on the development 

of basic communication skills, the kind of skills needed to conduct day-to-day 

interpersonal exchanges. The syllabus and the matriculation assessment of English 

foregrounds the development of oral proficiency with the oral examination accounting 

for one third of the total marks. 

 

In theory, English is also the language of learning and teaching in the rest of the 

curriculum in most high schools. Nevertheless, research has shown that in practice 

teachers use the home language extensively. They compensate for students' and their 

own difficulties with English and the subject matter through rote-learning, the 

avoidance of difficult concepts and the provision of model answers, known in the 

townships as 'scope' (see Kapp 2000). In most schools, students have little or no 

experience of extended writing (in their first or second languages) which would allow 

them to think through and apply theoretical concepts and to develop textual analysis 

and argumentation skills. Those students, who have grown up in urban environments, 

emerge from school with a reasonable level of conversational fluency in English but 

do not have the proficiency required to use the language in context-reduced contexts 

at cognitively demanding levels. 

 

It is arguable that given the lack of a firm training in either language, some of these 

students may not have the necessary level of cognitive academic language proficiency 
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to write a better essay in their home language. However, we believe that the use of the 

home language as a resource will facilitate the process of decoding and interpreting 

the discourses of the disciplines at the initial stages. 

 

Appendix 3: 
 

EVALUATION: XHOSA - LANGUAGE COMPETENCE FOR 
DOCTORS 
 

SCORE Dreadful Poor Average Good Excellent 

Content             0              2            32         80                      17 
Relevance             2              3            18         69                      37 
Volume             9            17            49         41                      10 
Facilitator             0              3            14         41                      71 
 
 

 
 
BECOMING A DOCTOR: EVALUATION FOR AFRIKAANS 
LANGUAGE SECTION 
 

ASPECT OF COURSE: MEETING AND GREETING 
SCORE Dreadful Poor Average Good Excellent 

Content             3              8            37         70                      23 
Relevance             2              5            26         73                      35 
Volume             3            11            41         62                      20 
Teaching 
Team 

            0              1              7         64                      62 

 
 
 

ASPECT OF COURSE: PARTS OF THE ANATOMY 
SCORE Dreadful Poor Average Good Excellent 

Content             3              6            37         73                      24 
Relevance             2              3            27         69                      41 
Volume             3            12            45         60                      23 
Teaching 
Team 

            0              0            16         66                      60 

 
 
 

ASPECT OF COURSE: QUIZ AND COMPETITION 
SCORE Dreadful Poor Average Good Excellent 

Content             3              7            34         51                      15 
Relevance             2            13            30         44                      21 
Volume             2            11            35         50                      12 
Teaching 
Team 

            0              2            13         50                      44 
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ASPECT OF COURSE: VARIANTS OF AFRIKAANS 
SCORE Dreadful Poor Average Good Excellent 

Content                8                  22                37                27                                   12 
Relevance                6                  21                36                32                                   11 
Volume                5                  13                44                32                                   12 
Teaching 
Team 

               2                    2                10                52                                   40 

 
 
 

ASPECT OF COURSE: TEMPERATURE, PULSE, BLOOD PRESSURE AND SWAB 
SCORE Dreadful Poor Average Good Excellent 

Content                1                    3                24                69                                   47 
Relevance                1                    2                14                60                                   70 
Volume                2                    4                31                68                                   38 
Teaching 
Team 

               0                    0                10                55                                   79 
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LANGUAGE POLICY FOR HIGHER EDUCATION 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 

“… the building blocks of this nation are all our 
languages working together, our unique idiomatic 
expressions that reveal the inner meanings of our 
experiences. These are the foundations on which our 
common dream of nationhood should be built…The 
nurturing of this reality depends on our willingness to 
learn the languages of others, so that we in practice 
accord all our languages the same respect. In sharing 
one’s language with another, one does not lose 
possession of one’s words, but agrees to share these 
words so as to enrich the lives of others. For it is 
when the borderline between one language and 
another is erased, when the social barriers between 
the speaker of one language and another are broken, 
that a bridge is built, connecting what were previously 
two separate sites into one big space for human 
interaction, and, out of this, a new world emerges and 
a new nation is born.” 

President Thabo Mbeki 
27 August 1999 

 
 
1. South Africa is a country of many languages and tongues. However, our 

languages have not always been “working together”. In the past, the 

richness of our linguistic diversity was used as an instrument of control, 

oppression and exploitation. The existence of different languages was 

recognised and perversely celebrated to legitimise the policy of “separate 

development” that formed the cornerstone of apartheid. However, in 

practice, all our languages were not accorded equal status. The policy of 

“separate development” resulted in the privileging of English and Afrikaans 

as the official languages of the apartheid state and the marginalisation and 

under-development of African and other languages. 

 

2. The use of language policy as an instrument of control, oppression and 

exploitation was one of the factors that triggered the two great political 

struggles that defined South Africa in the twentieth century – the struggle 

of the Afrikaners against British imperialism and the struggle of the black 

community against white rule. Indeed, it was the attempt by the apartheid 
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state to impose Afrikaans as a medium of instruction in black schools that 

gave rise to the mass struggles of the late 1970s and 1980s. 

 

3. The role of all our languages “working together” to build a common sense 

of nationhood is consistent with the values of “democracy, social justice 

and fundamental rights”, which are enshrined in the Constitution. The 

Constitution, in line with its founding provisions of non-racialism, non-sexism, 

human dignity and equity, not only accords equal status to all our 

languages, but recognises that given the marginalisation of indigenous 

languages in the past, the state “must take practical and positive 

measures to elevate the status and advance the use of these languages” 

(Section 6 (2) of the Constitution). 
 

3.1. The Constitution, furthermore, in the Bill of Rights, grants that: 

 

3.1.1. “Everyone has the right to use the language and to participate in the 

cultural life of their choice, but no one exercising these rights may do so in 

a manner inconsistent with any provision of the Bill of Rights” (Section 30 

of the Constitution). 

 

3.1.2. “Everyone has the right to receive education in the official language or 

languages of their choice in public educational institutions where that 

education is reasonably practicable. In order to ensure the effective 

access to, and implementation of, this right, the state must consider all 

reasonable educational alternatives, including single medium institutions, 

taking into account- 

 

(a) equity; 

(b) practicability; and 

(c) the need to redress the results of past racially discriminatory laws 

and practices” (Section 29 (2) of the Constitution). 

 

3.2. The Constitution delineates clearly the limit to the right of individuals to 

receive education in the language of their choice. The exercise of this right 
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cannot negate considerations of equity and redress in the context of the 

values that underpin our shared aspirations as a nation. In this regard, as 

the late Chief Justice Ismail Mahomed, stated in 1995: 

 
“All Constitutions seek to articulate, with differing 
degrees of intensity and detail, the shared aspirations  
of a nation; the values which bind its people and 
which discipline its government and its national 
institutions; the basic premises upon which judicial, 
legislative and executive power is to be wielded; the 
constitutional limits and the conditions upon which 
that power is to be exercised; the national ethos 
which defines and regulates that exercise; and the 
moral and ethical direction which the nation has 
identified for its future.” 
Chief Justice I Mahomed in S v Makwanyane and another 1995 

 
3.3. The values and shared aspirations of a democratic South Africa, which are 

enshrined in the Constitution of 1996, require the Constitution, as Justice 

Kate O‟Regan suggests, to compel transformation. She argues that the 

attainment of the vision of the Constitution is dependent on urgently 

addressing “the deep patterns of inequality which scar our society and 

which are the legacy of apartheid and colonialism”. The Constitution, is 

therefore, according to Justice O‟Regan: 

 

 “…a call to action to all South Africans, to seek to 
 build a just and free democratic society in which the 
 potential of each person is freed”. 
 Justice O‟Regan in Equality: Constitutional Imperatives, 2002 
 

4. The role of language and access to language skills is critical to ensure the 

right of individuals to realise their full potential to participate in and 

contribute to the social, cultural, intellectual, economic and political life of 

South African society. 

 

5. Language has been and continues to be a barrier to access and success 

in higher education; both in the sense that African and other languages 

have not been developed as academic/scientific languages and in so far 
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as the majority of students entering higher education are not fully proficient 

in English and Afrikaans. 

 

6. The challenge facing higher education is to ensure the simultaneous 

development of a multilingual environment in which all our languages are 

developed as academic/scientific languages, while at the same time 

ensuring that the existing languages of instruction do not serve as a 

barrier to access and success. The policy framework outlined below 

attempts to address this challenge. 

 

 

BACKGROUND 

 

7. The Minister of Education must, in accordance with Section 27(2) of the 

Higher Education Act of 1997, determine language policy for higher 

education. Subject to the policy determined by the Minister, the councils 

of public higher education institutions, with the concurrence of their 

senates, must determine the language policy of a higher education 

institution and must publish and make such policy available on request. 

The requirement of the Act takes into account the authority of institutions 

to determine language policy provided that such determination is within 

the context of public accountability and the Ministry‟s responsibility to 

establish the policy parameters. 

 

8. The Ministry‟s framework for language policy in higher education is 

outlined in this statement. 

 

9. In developing such a framework, and in accordance with the Higher 

Education Act, the Minister of Education requested advice from the 

Council on Higher Education on the development of an appropriate 

language policy for higher education. This followed the decision of 

Cabinet in 1999 to prioritise the development of a language framework for 

higher education. In July 2001, the Council submitted its advice to the 

Minister in a report entitled “Language Policy Framework for South African 

Higher Education”. The Report is attached as Annexure 1. A range of 
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proposals and recommendations has been advanced in this report, many 

of which have informed the development of this policy document. 

However, a few of the recommendations will require further consideration. 

The Ministry will engage with the Council in this regard. 

 

10. Subsequent to the advice received from the Council, the Minister invited 

Professor G J Gerwel to convene an informal committee to provide him 

with advice specifically with regard to Afrikaans. In particular, the 

committee was requested to advise on ways in which Afrikaans “can be 

assured of continued long term maintenance, growth and development as 

a language of science and scholarship in the higher education system 

without non-Afrikaans speakers being unfairly denied access within the 

system, or the use and development of the language as a medium of 

instruction wittingly or unwittingly becoming the basis for racial, ethnic or 

cultural division and discrimination”. The reason for this focus on 

Afrikaans is that other than English, Afrikaans is the only other South 

African language which is employed as a medium of instruction and official 

communication in institutions of higher education. 

 

10.1. In January 2002, the Gerwel Committee submitted its advice to the 

Minister, which is contained in its report entitled “Report to Minister of 

Education A K Asmal by the Informal Committee Convened to Advise on 

the Position of Afrikaans in the University System”. This Report is 

attached as Annexure 2. In addition, the Ministry considered the views 

expressed by a number of different constituencies, including those of the 

Vice-Chancellors of the Historically Afrikaans Institutions. 

 

11. By way of background information, it is important to note that the South 

African student population in higher education is linguistically diverse and 

it is not uncommon to find a variety of home languages represented in the 

student body of a single institution. Table 1 below provides a breakdown of 

the home languages of students registered in public universities and 

technikons in 2000. As indicated, although English and Afrikaans are the 

two most frequently reported home languages, the extent of linguistic 
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diversity is evident in the fact that 50% of total student enrolments report 

an indigenous African language or another language as the home 

language. The extent of linguistic diversity within individual institutions 

depends on the degree to which students are recruited locally, regionally 

or nationally. 

 

 
Table 1 
 

HOME LANGUAGE 
 

UNIVERSITIES TECHNIKONS TOTAL % OF TOTAL 
ENROLMENTS 
 

Afrikaans 71,979 27,363 99,342 16 
English 136,957 55,509 192,466 32 

IsiNdebele 2,641 637 3,278 1 

IsiXhosa 38,247 28,396 66,643 11 

IsiZulu 39,363 28,509 67,872 11 

SeSotho 22,176 15,597 37,773 6 
Sesotho sa Lebowa 20,818 10,332 31,150 5 
Setswana 19,661 15,542 35,203 6 

SiSwati 4,236 2,242 6,478 1 

Tshivenda 9,199 4,817 14,016 2 
Xitsonga 9,239 5,547 14,786 2 
Other language 21,319 4,070 25,389  4 

Language unknown 6,294 4,805 11,099 2 

 
TOTAL 
 

 
402,129 

 
203,366 

 
605,495 

 
100 

 
Higher Education Management Information Systems (2000) 
 

 
 
11.1. Evidence suggests that the majority of universities and technikons use 

English as the sole medium of instruction or, as is the case in most 

historically Afrikaans medium institutions, offer parallel/dual instruction in 

English and Afrikaans. According to the Council on Higher Education 

(2001), the University of Stellenbosch is the only university where “at the 

level of policy, Afrikaans is the only Language of Tuition at undergraduate 

level”. It is clear, however, from the recent language audit carried out by 

the University of Stellenbosch, that in practice there has been a shift 

towards the use of English as language of instruction in conjunction with 

Afrikaans. 

 

11.1.1. The shift on the part of historically Afrikaans medium institutions to 

parallel/dual language instruction may be ascribed to the demographic 

changes in the student population over the past decade and, in particular, 

to the increasing numbers of students for whom Afrikaans is not a first or 
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second language. The decision by both universities and technikons to 

adopt a more flexible language policy has, in all cases, been voluntary and 

self-funded, reflecting in part a growing commitment to transformation. In 

fact, no requests have been received from such institutions for additional 

resources to support their language strategies. The Ministry gives due 

recognition to these changes, while acknowledging that implementation 

has been uneven. In some instances, the commitment of institutional 

leadership to parallel and dual medium approaches has not necessarily 

translated into appropriate practice at departmental and individual levels. 

 

11.2. The future of South African languages as areas of academic 

study and research is a matter of serious concern. In particular, the 

importance of studying and mastering different South African languages 

for the development of a common sense of nationhood cannot be over- 

emphasised. Regrettably, enrolments in language programmes have 

declined in recent years resulting in the closure of several language 

departments. These developments, if not addressed, have the potential to 

jeopardise the future study of languages, literature and culture in our 

country. 

 

Such a shift away from language studies also has serious implications for 

teacher training and the promotion of multilingualism in general and further 

education. 

 

11.3. The study of foreign languages is also under threat, with declining 

enrolments in most language programmes. 

 

11.4. As in other spheres of society, higher education has not yet succeeded in 

establishing multilingualism in both the day-to-day institutional life and in 

core activities. For example, few institutions include an African language 

as a training requirement for undergraduate and postgraduate study, or 

offer short courses in African languages as in-service learning 

opportunities for professionals in practice. The failure to promote 
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multilingualism also hampers the creation of an inclusive institutional 

environment advancing tolerance and respect for diversity. 

 

THE POLICY FRAMEWORK 

 

12. The framework for language in higher education takes into account the 

requirements of the Constitution, the advice received, as well as the 

objectives and goals of the National Plan for Higher Education (2001). In 

particular, it recognises the need to ensure equity of access and fair 

chances of success for all who seek to realise their potential through 

higher education. The framework also reflects the values and obligations 

of the Constitution, especially the need to promote multilingualism. For the 

first time, a genuine attempt will be made to ensure that all of our official 

languages are accorded parity of esteem. 

 

13. The Ministry acknowledges that the implementation of multilingualism will, 

in practice, be in tension with other imperatives and considerations such 

as the need for financial affordability and the rights of others. The 

Constitutional provisions in respect of language in education explicitly 

state that such rights as receiving education in the official language(s) of 

choice in public educational institutions are subject not only to 

considerations of equity and the need to redress the results of past racially 

discriminatory laws and practices, but also to those of practicability 

(Section 29(2) of the Constitution). 

 

14. The policy framework for language in higher education addresses the 

following issues: 

 languages of instruction; 

 the future of South African languages as fields of academic study and 

research; 

 the study of foreign languages; and 

 the promotion of multilingualism in the institutional policies and 

practices of institutions of higher education. 
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15. In relation to languages of instruction: 

 

15.1. The Ministry acknowledges the current position of English and Afrikaans 

as the dominant languages of instruction in higher education and believes 

that in the light of practical and other considerations it will be necessary to 

work within the confines of the status quo until such time as other South 

African languages have been developed to a level where they may be 

used in all higher education functions. 

 

15.2. The Ministry agrees with the Council on Higher Education that 

consideration should be given to the development of other South African 

languages for use in instruction, as part of a medium to long-term strategy 

to promote multilingualism. In this regard, the Ministry will give urgent 

attention to the establishment of a task team to advise on the development 

of an appropriate framework and implementation plan, including costing 

and time-frames. The specific recommendation of the Council on Higher 

Education with respect to the development of other South African 

languages will be considered as part of this investigation. 

 

15.2.1. The promotion of South African languages for use in instruction in higher 

education will require, amongst others, the development of dictionaries 

and other teaching and learning materials. The Ministry will work in close 

collaboration with the Department of Arts and Culture in this regard. 

 

15.2.2. The success of such a historic undertaking will depend on the injection, 

over a period of time, of substantial financial resources. The level of 

resourcing will be comparable to the investments that were made, in the 

past, to develop Afrikaans as a medium of instruction in higher education. 

 

15.3. The Ministry is committed, as stated in the National Plan for Higher 

Education, which was adopted by the Cabinet in 2001, to ensuring that 

language should not act as a barrier to equity of access and success. In 

this regard, the Ministry would like to encourage all higher education 

institutions to develop strategies for promoting proficiency in the 
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designated language(s) of tuition, including the provision of language and 

academic literacy development programmes. 

 

15.4. The Ministry acknowledges that Afrikaans as a language of scholarship 

and science is a national resource. It, therefore, fully supports the 

retention of Afrikaans as a medium of academic expression and 

communication in higher education and is committed to ensuring that the 

capacity of Afrikaans to function as such a medium is not eroded. In this 

regard, the Ministry endorses the views of the then President, Mr. Nelson 

Mandela, as expressed in his speech to the University of Stellenbosch in 

1996, on the occasion of the acceptance of an honorary doctorate that: 

 

“The real issues is not the extermination or 
preservation of Afrikaans as an academic medium. 
Rather, the question is this: Amongst ourselves, how 
are we to negotiate a dispensation for the South 
African university system that meets the following 
three criteria? Firstly, that a milieu should be created 
and maintained for Afrikaans to continue growing as a 
language of scholarship and science. At the same 
time, that non-speakers of Afrikaans should not be 
unjustly deprived of access within the system. And 
moreover, that the use and development of no single 
language medium should - either intentionally or 
unintentionally – be made the basis for the 
furtherance of racial, ethnic or narrowly cultural 
separation”. 

25 October 1996 
 

The Ministry has built on this statement in the National Plan for Higher 

Education. 

 

15.4.1. The Ministry does not believe, however, that the sustainability of Afrikaans 

in higher education necessarily requires the designation of the University 

of Stellenbosch and the Potchefstroom University for Christian Higher 

Education as „custodians‟ of the academic use of the Afrikaans language, 

as proposed by the Gerwel Committee. 

 

15.4.2. In this regard, the Ministry agrees with the Rectors of the Historically 

Afrikaans Universities that the sustained development of Afrikaans should 

Univ
ers

ity
 O

f C
ap

e T
ow

n 



 

 12 

not be the responsibility of only some of the universities (Views on 

Afrikaans, by the rectors of the HAUs, 23 September 2002). The concern 

is that the designation of one or more institutions in this manner could 

have the unintended consequence of concentrating Afrikaans-speaking 

students in some institutions and in so doing setting back the 

transformation agendas of institutions that have embraced parallel or dual 

medium approaches as a means of promoting diversity. Furthermore, 

some of those making the call for Afrikaans as the anchor language of one 

or more institutions are of the view that access for non-Afrikaans speakers 

could be accommodated provided that they acquire proficiency in the 

Afrikaans language for academic purposes. 

 

15.4.3. While it could be argued that such a requirement in the case of foreign 

students is reasonable, requiring the same of South African students no 

doubt constitutes an unjust imposition and an additional burden of 

demand. The Ministry is also concerned that some individuals have 

equated institutional responsibility for promoting Afrikaans as an academic 

medium to the establishment of „Afrikaans‟ universities. The notion of 

Afrikaans universities runs counter to the end goal of a transformed higher 

education system, which as indicated in the National Plan for Higher 

Education (NPHE), is the creation of higher education institutions whose 

identity and cultural orientation is neither black nor white, English or 

Afrikaans-speaking, but unabashedly and unashamedly South African 

(NPHE: p. 82). 

 

15.4.4. The Ministry is of the view that the sustainability of Afrikaans as a medium 

of academic expression and communication could be ensured through a 

range of strategies, including the adoption of parallel and dual language 

medium options, which would on the one hand cater for the needs of 

Afrikaans language speakers and, on the other, ensure that language of 

instruction is not a barrier to access and success. In this regard, the 

Ministry will, in consultation with the historically Afrikaans medium 

institutions, examine the feasibility of different strategies, including the use 

of Afrikaans as a primary but not a sole medium of instruction. 
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15.4.5. However, as announced in the Government Gazette of 21 June 2002, 

“Transformation and Restructuring; A New Institutional Landscape for 

Higher Education”, historically Afrikaans medium institutions would be 

required to submit plans for the period 2004-2006 indicating strategies and 

time frames they intend putting in place to ensure that language of 

instruction does not impede access, especially in high cost programmes 

with limited student places such as the health sciences and engineering. 

 

16. In relation to the future of South African languages as areas of academic 

study and research: 

 

16.1. The Ministry is committed to the development and study of South African 

languages and literature, including the Khoi, Nama and San languages 

and would like to encourage institutions to develop and enhance these 

fields of study. In a country of diversity, knowledge of languages and 

literature offers access to and understanding of different cultures which not 

only enhances communication and tolerance, but also positively enriches 

and extends our horizons. 

 

16.1.1.  As part of the process of building South African languages and literature, 

institutions will be encouraged to pay particular attention to curriculum 

development in these fields of study. 

 

16.2. The Ministry will over the next five to ten years, through various planning 

and funding incentives, encourage the development of programmes in 

South African languages. These include amending the funding grids for 

teaching inputs and outputs for specifically selected languages, providing 

earmarked institutional development funds for research, and facilitating the 

offering of scholarships to students. 

 

16.3. The Ministry believes, however, that the cost of offering such studies by 

individual institutions is prohibitive in relation to current student demand. 

To ensure continued provision and sustainability of these studies it would 
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be necessary, therefore, to offer them on a more cost-effective 

regional/national platform. As indicated in its submission of approved 

academic programmes for universities and technikons for 2003 – 2006 

(August 2002), the continued funding of programmes in these areas of 

study would be subject to the development of appropriate regional 

frameworks. 

 

16.4. The Ministry will closely monitor developments in these areas with a view 

to ensuring the promotion and sustainability of the study of South African 

languages and literature. 

 

17. In relation to the study of foreign languages and literature: 

 

17.1. The Ministry will use a similar approach proposed for the development and 

study of South African languages and literature to encourage the study of 

foreign languages, in particular those languages that are important for the 

promotion of the country‟s cultural, trade and diplomatic relations. 

Attention will also be paid to languages commonly used by communities in 

South Africa, such as German, Greek, Portuguese, French and Hindi. 

 

18. In relation to the promotion of multilingualism in institutional policies and 

practices: 

 

18.1. The Ministry recognises the important role of higher education in the 

promotion of multilingualism for social, cultural, intellectual and economic 

development. 

 

18.2. The Ministry encourages all institutions to consider ways of promoting 

multilingualism. These could include changes to events such as 

graduation ceremonies to acknowledge and accommodate diversity in the 

constituency body, requiring proficiency in an African language as a 

requisite for a range of academic fields of study and offering short courses 

in African languages as part of staff development strategies. In addition, 
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institutions could consider the allocation of preferential weighting to 

applicants who have matriculation passes in indigenous languages. 

 

Clearly, change in the diversity of student and staff profiles, initiatives such 

as student support, mentorship and counselling, and the creation of a 

receptive institutional culture which embraces linguistic diversity are also 

other crucial ways for promoting a climate where all people feel affirmed 

and empowered to realise their full potential. 

 

18.3. Higher education institutions are required to indicate in their three-year 

rolling plans the strategies they have put in place to promote 

multilingualism, including progress in this regard. 

 

19. The Ministry recognises the need for this policy framework to be 

responsive to the needs of the disabled, for example, developing 

competencies and capacity in sign language. This matter will be taken 

forward as part of the process and strategies identified in the National Plan 

for Higher Education for addressing the needs of disabled persons. 

 

20. All higher education institutions are required to develop their own 

language policy subject to the above policy framework, which should be 

submitted to the Minister by 31 March 2003. The Ministry will continue to 

monitor the impact of language policy in higher education. 

 

SUMMARY 

 

21. The above framework is designed to promote multilingualism and to 

enhance equity and access in higher education through: 

 

 The development, in the medium to long-term, of South African 

languages as mediums of instruction in higher education, alongside 

English and Afrikaans; 

 The development of strategies for promoting student proficiency in 

designated language(s) of tuition; 
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 The retention and strengthening of Afrikaans as a language of 

scholarship and science; 

 The promotion of the study of South African languages and literature 

through planning and funding incentives; 

 The promotion of the study of foreign languages: and 

 The encouragement of multilingualism in institutional policies and 

practices. 

 

November 2002 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

1. The Ministerial Committee to advise on the development of African (indigenous) languages
1 

as 

mediums of instruction in higher education was established on 27 November 2003. This was 

the result of a commitment made in the Language Policy for Higher Education (2002), in which 

four major issues are addressed. These issues concern the languages of instruction, the future 

of South African languages as fields of academic study and research, the study of foreign 

languages and, lastly, the promotion of multilingualism in the institutional policies and practices 

of institutions of higher education. The Language Policy for Higher Education was well received 

by higher education institutions. At the time the Minister called to mind the challenge facing 

higher education to ensure the simultaneous development of a multilingual environment in 

which all South African languages would be developed to their full capacity while at the same 

time ensuring that the existing languages of instruction did not form a barrier to access and 

success.  

2.  This report serves as a basis for the policy framework proposed by the then Minister of 

Education, Professor Kader Asmal, towards the development, from the immediate to the 

medium and long term, of the South African official languages, other than English and 

Afrikaans, for use as mediums of instruction in higher education. Once the framework has been 

accepted, a detailed plan may be developed recommending the enabling conditions and 

institutional arrangements that could sustain policy implementation at various levels, from 

national and regional to institutional level. Similarly, recommendations would also be made on 

the full financial implications of the plan.  

3.  Within our mandate, we have investigated both the historical and current contexts of the 

language issue in South Africa. We begin by  

1 

In the context of this report, the expression “indigenous African languages” refers to the nine official  

languages specified in the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, Act 108 of 1996.  

Univ
ers

ity
 O

f C
ap

e T
ow

n 



 

 4 

presenting an outline of the historical background of the complex, and rather fraught, 

relationship between language and society in Africa. This outline spans the pre-colonial phase 

in which African languages functioned autonomously in their respective social contexts. It also 

reflects the colonial, in particular, the missionary influence on African languages in which we 

witnessed the growth of English and Afrikaans in South Africa, resulting in the marginalisation 

of the indigenous African languages.  

4.  In the current context, we pay particular attention to the range of environmental conditions that 

could either enable or impede the growth of indigenous languages as mediums of instruction at 

higher education level. In particular, we examine the conditions that have promoted and 

sustained language growth, focusing by way of example on those societies deemed to have 

had successful language histories. We also consider the societies that have successfully 

resuscitated their marginalised national languages.  

5.  We also draw attention to the vast infrastructure of language development that South Africa has 

built up over the years, which can now be relied upon as a structural foundation for the 

sustainability of the project at hand.  

 

6.  Emanating from our deliberations is our strong view that a crisis is looming in South Africa 

regarding the preservation, maintenance and associated identity of our indigenous African 

languages. The strong preference for English instead of African languages in all the formal 

sectors of society, both private and public, continues unabated in general social practice. Even 

in institutions of higher learning which are the focus of this current project, investment – both 

human and financial – in the teaching and study of African languages shows a declining trend. 

Departments of African Languages are closing down because student numbers have fallen 

drastically. The future of the indigenous African languages as mediums of instruction is bleak 

unless a long-range plan is devised that could be implemented as a concerted effort over the 

next two to three decades.  
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7.  Finally, we make recommendations that are intended to reverse a situation we have found 

alarming. According to current estimates, there are about 6 000 languages in the world and 

about half of these will cease to exist in the next 50 years. It is disconcerting to deduce from 

these statistics that on average a language becomes extinct every two weeks somewhere in the 

world (Crystal, 1999:1). A pessimistic view found in the literature is that only 600 languages 

stand a fair chance of surviving in the long run. It is therefore incumbent on South Africa to do 

its best to ensure, in terms of our Constitution, the continued existence of all the languages that 

form part and parcel of its full heritage.  

8.  Some recommendations deal with the impact that globalisation, westernisation and unequal 

technological development have had on our local languages. These recommendations have 

short, medium and long-term implications. The ultimate goal in the context of a long-range 

strategic plan is a South Africa whose citizens take pride in being multilingual and who regard 

their South Africanness as embracing linguistic diversity.  

9.  The Ministerial Committee held a total of six meetings, including two additional dedicated 

subcommittee working sessions, and conducted research to investigate, determine and 

highlight the issues related to our terms of reference. The committee members would like to 

reiterate that, unless urgent measures are taken, South Africa‟s indigenous languages are 

under serious threat. In this regard, recent policy advances in South Africa present a historic 

opportunity to restore enduring legitimacy and dignity to our indigenous languages. Sustained 

commitment to sound policy implementation over the next two to three decades should ensure 

success.  

10.  The committee is expected, in the first instance, to advise the Minister of Education on a 

framework for the development of indigenous languages for use as mediums of instruction in 

higher education. Such a framework should, among other things, address the following:  
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10.1 Criteria for the selection of languages to be developed for use in higher education. This 

may require an assessment of the current usage of indigenous languages in higher 

education.  

10.2 The number of languages that should be earmarked for development, and the 

identification of the academic disciplines or fields of study for the use of the earmarked 

languages.  

10.3  An identification of the key areas which will require attention, such as the compilation of 

dictionaries, teaching and learning materials and staff development.  

10.4  The institutional arrangements required for the implementation of the framework, 

including the respective responsibilities of higher education institutions and the 

government.  

 

Composition of the Ministerial Committee 

  

11.  The Ministerial Committee comprises the following members:  

♦ Professor N S Ndebele, Vice-Chancellor, University of Cape Town (Chair)  

♦ Professor Rosalie Finlayson, Pan South African Language Board  

♦ Ms Thandiwe January Mclean, Deputy Director-General for Language, Culture and Society in  

   the Department of Arts and Culture  

♦ Dr Cassius Lubisi, Adviser to the Minister of Education  

♦ Professor R. Madadzhe, University of the North  

♦ Professor Sihawukele Ngubane, Head of Undergraduate Studies in the Faculty of Human  

   Sciences, University of Natal  

♦ Dr Abner Nyamende, Chairperson, African Languages Association of Southern Africa  

♦ Ms N. Tsheole, Member of Parliament  
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HISTORICAL CONTEXT  

 

12.  The African continent has some 2 035 indigenous African languages (Heine & Nurse, 2000:1) 

and this total represents nearly one-third of the world‟s languages. The languages of Africa are 

classified into four major groups: Afro-Asiatic, Nilo-Saharan, Niger-Congo and KhoiSan. The 

complex spectrum of the indigenous languages of South Africa is a family of languages 

comprising an estimated 1 436 languages (Williamson & Blench, 2000), which fall in the Niger-

Congo group, although some of the languages spoken in South Africa also come from the 

KhoiSan group.  

13.  Africa‟s languages therefore reflect a rich tapestry of cultures which, by definition, particularly in 

contemporary Africa, strongly suggests that intercultural communication should be one of the 

central pillars of the development policy in the African Union.  

14.  For the purposes of this report, it suffices to say that the languages in pre-colonial Africa were 

successful modes of communication for meeting the range of societal needs. As the sole 

mediums of socialisation, indigenous languages coped more than adequately with facilitating 

communication about all relevant topics, not only internally within integral societies but also 

across the boundaries internal and external to the respective language communities. Traditional 

societies with their indigenous knowledge systems were able to accumulate knowledge and to 

interpret it across critical areas of knowledge, such as astronomy, medicine, philosophy and 

history, and then passed this knowledge on to subsequent generations through language.  

15.  No one knows how events might have turned out if Europe had not colonised Africa. But the 

colonisation did occur, and had mixed results. At the heart of the often brutal Europe-Africa 

colonial interface was the strong introduction of literacy to Africa. Although some parts of Africa 

had developed literacy, this had not flourished beyond some powerful  Univ
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socially élite groups. It took the more robust technical advances of Europe to democratise 

literacy.  

16.  Nonetheless, Gerard (1981:173) observes that “cultural contact with western Europe affected 

literatures that had been in existence centuries before the white man made his presence felt in 

sub-Saharan Africa”. Thus oral literature, which lies at the heart of African cultural life as it had 

carried the indigenous languages and culture from generation to generation, was undermined 

when written literature from the west was introduced. This nascent literary culture developed in 

parallel to the indigenous one, and became the beneficiary of directed colonial policy. In the 

course of time the literary culture outstripped the indigenous culture and unequal relations of 

power between the two were established and have persisted to this day.  

17.  The last statement is important as it underscores the point that, although western print 

technology had enormous potential to democratise literacy, the colonial dispensation did not 

significantly democratise literacy beyond the relatively small African socially élite groups this 

dispensation had created for its own purposes.  

18.  It is clear that the colonial period sought to replace indigenous African culture with European 

culture, but this process did not entirely succeed. That is why today we have both cultures 

entrenched in Africa, albeit unequally. It is equally clear that it would be unrealistic to embark on 

a full-scale counter-project to remove the European cultural presence in Africa in order to 

restore indigenous African culture. This realisation, however, leads to a potentially powerful 

insight, namely we have to find an integrative principle that will enrich this bipolar legacy over 

time. The goal is to evolve, through clear policy, fully functioning African languages and fully 

functioning English and Afrikaans, as we achieve a multilingual national identity in which we 

successfully replace bipolarity with multilingual versatility. Tove Skutnabb-Kangas, a Finnish 

sociolinguist (1995, 1996) makes a fascinating connection between multilingual versatility and 

social intelligence. We can only imagine what multiple, cross-language influences could do to 

enrich the sense  
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of a new South African identity. The universal democratisation of literacy will be at the heart of 

the crystallisation of such an identity.  

Indigenous languages in education  

 

19.  The concept of the medium of instruction refers to the language used for teaching the basic 

curriculum of the educational system. There may be one or more language/s of instruction in 

any system, depending on the need for and the prevalence of the language/s.  

20.  The use of two or more languages as mediums of instruction is referred to as bilingual and/or 

multilingual education. In a number of cases the languages of instruction are often the official or 

majority languages. Speaking a mother tongue (or having a home language) that is not one of 

the official languages or a local language of a country is often a disadvantage for the learner in 

an educational system. The effectiveness of the educational experience is seriously limited for a 

learner who receives education in a foreign language.  

21.  By contrast, mother-tongue instruction refers to the use of learners‟ mother tongue as medium 

of instruction. UNESCO (2003:15) describes the term “mother tongue” as follows:  

The language[s] that one has learnt first; the language[s] one identifies with or 
is identified as a native speaker of by others; the language[s] one knows best 
and the language[s] one uses most.  
 

22.  The medium of instruction, therefore, refers to the general manner in which an instructional 

offering is provided so that effective learning can take place. Studies have shown that 

instruction in the mother tongue is beneficial to language competence in the first language, 

achievement in other subject areas and training in a second language (UNESCO 2003). 

Mother-tongue instruction is effective when there is appropriate terminology for education 

purposes and sufficient resource materials; when there are appropriately trained teachers 

available and when learners, educators and parents are willing. An important question that 

should be answered is whether appropriate teaching materials and an  
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extensive vocabulary are available to achieve the goal of mother-tongue instruction. Though all 

nine of the indigenous African languages now have visible – though brief – literary histories in 

the form of novels, drama and poetry, dictionaries and terminology lists, they lag far behind 

English and Afrikaans in the areas of modern terminology and registers.  

23.  Language Boards for each language were established in 1955, to act as the custodians of each 

respective language, to uphold its standard form and ensure the so-called purity of the 

language. These Language Boards also had the power to recommend or disqualify any 

prescribed books and, as instruments of government, their recommendations were expected to 

screen out any material deemed undesirable for political or other reasons. It is understandable 

why, in the political context of their establishment, the Language Boards were largely viewed as 

divisive and extremely detrimental to the promotion and use of the indigenous African 

languages, particularly in the field of education.  

 

24.  This situation within Higher Education was also not conducive to the progressive development 

of indigenous languages. For example, indigenous languages have until recently been studied 

as scientific phenomena through the medium of English rather than as vital embodiments of 

living social and individual experience. Research indicates that this situation has changed 

radically in recent years. At most institutions of higher learning in South Africa today, the 

indigenous languages are now taught through their own medium, except for language 

acquisition classes.  

25.  The point of this section is to establish a more explicit link between the notion of “medium of 

instruction” and the challenge to higher education to ensure the effectiveness of the educational 

experience as well as contribute to the attainment of a vibrant multilingual society in South 

Africa. Higher education is the point where the public, private and civil society sectors crucially 

intersect. Its multilayered impact on South Africa‟s ability to achieve a functioning and 

sustainable multilingual society is potentially enormous. South Africa‟s higher education has to  
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be given a clear mandate to rise to the challenge. This mandate should arise from the premise 

that the achievement of multilingualism in South Africa is far from being an unrealistic ideal and 

a sentimental hankering for the past. On the contrary, it is one of the primary conditions to be 

met for a successful multicultural society.  

CONDITIONS THAT SUSTAIN LANGUAGE GROWTH  

 

26.  The likelihood that higher education will succeed in this task is enhanced when we assess the 

variety of conditions that ought to exist to sustain language growth in comparison to the 

magnitude of the challenge envisaged. The picture that emerges suggests that South Africans 

have moved far more in the multilingual direction than they are prepared to acknowledge. We 

single out the following conditions as being significantly conducive to the successful use of 

South Africa‟s neglected indigenous languages, not only as mediums of instruction but also for 

their more enhanced use in the public domain:  

♦ Extent of literacy in the languages  

♦ Official recognition of languages  

♦ Use of languages in education  

♦ Existence of a robust intellectual culture  

♦ Use of languages in electronic technology  

♦ Languages as an economic resource  

♦ Reinforcement by international best practice.  

 

27.  When speakers of a particular language acquire the ability to read and write it, and can use it to 

meet the widest possible range of their needs, this contributes immensely to the growth of that 

language.  

28.  Where languages enjoy official recognition they are likely to grow and exist for a long time to 

come. Eric Mamer (cited in Hill, 2004:1), spokesperson on administrative reform for the 

European Union (EU) emphasises that respect for multilingualism by the EU has endorsed the 

identity of each member of the EU.  
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29.  This trend is not only confined to Europe, but also finds resonance in Africa where official 

recognition and use of some languages in Africa such as Shona in Zimbabwe, Swahili in Kenya 

and Tanzania, and Nyanja in Malawi, has led to the revitalisation of these languages. It is 

generally accepted that the constitutional recognition of South Africa‟s eleven official languages 

has significantly contributed to national reconciliation at a formal level. Clearly, the next 

challenge is to deepen and extend the use of the previously neglected indigenous languages in 

the daily life of South Africa‟s citizens. The entire schooling system, including higher education, 

has a cardinal role to play in this regard.  

30.  When learners and educators use a particular language to acquire education, it contributes 

largely to the growth of such a language since this step promotes the provision of resources 

such as funding, books, electronic technology and physical infrastructure. First-language 

teaching and learning –  

♦ gives learners a stronger sense of identity;  

♦ facilitates higher-level learning for students;  

♦ has been proven, especially in the early years of a child‟s education, to be more effective in 

the educational process than the use of some other language (Mzamane, Saadawi & Ngugi, 

2000:2); and  

♦ provides a positive and non-threatening environment for students.  

 

31.  Technology is now a pervasive and indispensable element in people‟s daily lives. The profound 

impact of computer technology on social and economic development is a dominant feature of 

contemporary life and is bound to be one of the key drivers of human progress in the 21st 

century. The indigenous African languages currently being used by the vast majority of South 

Africans should develop a vocabulary that could significantly enhance the participation of all 

South Africa‟s citizens in a technology-based and knowledge-based economy. The Harare 

Declaration (1997) calls upon all of Africa to promote technological discourse in their national 

languages to address the challenges of the new millennium (Mutasa, 2002: 240).  
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32.  In seeking to re-centre in the active national consciousness our marginalised indigenous African 

languages, we should heed the lessons learned in other countries. For example, in Wales the 

efforts to revitalise the Welsh language have been successful, similarly in Belgium with Flemish, 

in Israel with Hebrew and in Ireland with Gaelic. These languages have been introduced into 

higher education institutions as mediums of teaching and learning with increasing success. 

French was disappearing 20 years ago in Quebec, Canada, but the provincial government 

passed laws requiring its use in certain places, adopted immigration policies that favoured 

French speakers and even ran an advertising campaign stating, in effect, “French is cool” 

(Steele, 2003:2).  

33.  Of course, the scale of the challenge in South Africa is of a different order. The countries 

referred to above are not as culturally and linguistically diverse as South Africa. This diversity 

has a significant impact on South Africa‟s capacity to deploy state resources for comparable 

time frames, especially under the current levels of economic growth. Yet the methods of 

intervention, given appropriately adjusted short, medium and long-term time frames, and an 

appropriate plan of action, remain worthy of attention.  

34.  In Africa the matter of international experience takes on added significance and urgency from 

the perspective that “apartheid language policies also resulted in the development of the 

indigenous languages of South Africa in isolation from their sister languages in other parts of 

the continent” (Finlayson & Madiba, 2002:44). Prah (1995:82) notes further: “[T] he 

development of languages such as the Nguni languages, which are spoken in several countries 

though called by different names, would require closer cooperation between South Africa and 

countries such as Tanzania, Zambia, Swaziland and Zimbabwe where Nyamwezi, Lozi, Swati 

and Ndebele are spoken respectively.”  

35.  The failure to establish closer cooperation among neighbouring countries has now been 

identified as one of the measures to be  
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addressed in the African renaissance initiative that is slowly gaining momentum through the 

New Programme for Africa‟s Development, NEPAD. In pursuing “a New Global Partnership” 

NEPAD endorses “the process of reconstructing the identity and self-confidence of the peoples 

of Africa” and it furthermore maintains that “it is necessary that this be understood and valued 

by Africans themselves”. Having noted the “need to help promote” the indigenous languages, 

the Office of the President of the Republic of Mali on 19 December 2000 set up a structure 

called the Mission for the Academy of Languages (MACALAN) to look into the feasibility of 

establishing an academy of African languages. It has since been recommended that the 

prospective Academy of African Languages (ACALAN) should be constituted as part of the 

African Union (AU). Such a move would assist initiatives to foster the intellectualisation of the 

African languages.  

36. Certainly, these international precedents support and encourage the roles currently being 

played by both the Department of Arts and Culture, in particular the National Language Service, 

as well as the Pan South African Language Board (PanSALB), in their quest to promote 

multilingualism and develop the indigenous languages of South Africa. Acting as champions of 

the project to develop indigenous African languages, these bodies galvanise multilateral 

energies to forge the partnership arrangements essential for the promotion of multilingualism. 

PanSALB‟s substructures, in the form of National Language Bodies (NLBs), National 

Lexicography Units (NLUs) and Provincial Language Committees (PLCs) have all been 

established to aid the empowerment of the indigenous African languages. A number of thriving 

associations are also concerned about the promotion and development of the African 

languages, such as the African Language Association of Southern Africa (ALASA) and the All 

African Languages Re-Development Institute of Southern Africa (AALRDISA).  

37.  Lastly, consistency in legislation is a crucial aspect of the conditions that promote language 

growth. We know, for example, that section 6 of  Univ
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the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (Act 108 of 1996) gives recognition to 11 official 

languages, thereby elevating nine indigenous African languages to official status. The Pan 

South African Language Board (PanSALB) creates conditions for and promotes the 

development and use of all the official languages as well as the Khoi, Nama and San 

languages. Significantly, the Constitution acknowledges the right of citizens to receive 

education in the official language or languages of their choice in public education institutions 

“where that education is reasonably practicable”. The National Education Policy Act (NEPA), 

Act No. 27 of 1996, further recognises the right of every student to be instructed in the language 

of his or her choice, once again, where this is reasonably practicable. The South African 

Schools Act (SASA), Act No. 84 of 1996 guides the implementation of language rights at school 

level and gives the School Governing Bodies the powers to determine the language policy of a 

school.  

37.1 Another important piece of legislation is the Language in Education Policy (LiEP) which is 

based on the principle of additive bilingualism. Additive bilingualism promotes the 

maintenance of the home language(s) while “providing access to and the effective 

acquisition of additional language(s)” (p.3). The home language is therefore not dropped 

in favour of another language but maintained together with the additional language/s. A 

fundamentally important aspect of this policy is that it recognises the correlation between 

language and the cognitive development of learners. The policy appears to adopt a 

position that supports the role of additive bilingualism, thus creating an enabling 

environment for the development of the African languages.  

37.2 The commitment to multilingualism in this policy is also reflected in the norms and 

standards regarding language policy, in which the School Governing Bodies (SGBs) are 

required to stipulate how their schools are planning to promote multilingualism: (a) 

through using more than one Language of Learning and  Univ
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Teaching (LoLT); and/or (b) by offering additional languages as fully fledged subjects.  

37.3  Notwithstanding that LiEP gives the individual the right to choose the language of 

learning, this right is subject to its meeting the overall framework‟s obligation for the 

education system to promote multilingualism. How this right is to be reconciled with the 

provisions of the Schools Act, which gives the SGBs powers to decide the language 

policy of their schools, remains a critical challenge and can be construed as a loophole 

which may be subject to abuse. In other words, SGBs might not take into consideration 

the interests of the learner and instead, for any number of reasons, might decide on 

other priorities. One may think that the power to decide the language policy is vested too 

much in a single body, especially when the decision is not only about multilingualism but 

is also a human rights issue. These are matters that still have to be resolved. The point 

here is that the legal context is essential to language development.  

37.4  Overall, the existing policy framework comprising the five pieces of legislation mentioned 

above, could be regarded as an adequate enabling environment for the introduction of 

multilingualism and multilingual practices in higher education. However, the fact that the 

right to receive education in the learner‟s language of choice can only be accessed if it is 

“reasonably practicable” is a limitation, since it leaves the door open to abuse. 

Furthermore, the emphasis on learning at least two languages, which is evident in the 

National Curriculum Statement (NCS), even though there is an option of learning a 

second additional language, could be interpreted as favouring bilingualism over 

multilingualism.  

37.5  Clearly, for establishing an enabling policy environment, there should be synergy 

between the various pieces of legislation. The concerns referred to above should be 

addressed to reduce the possibility of exploitation.  Univ
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CRITERIA FOR SELECTING LANGUAGES FOR USE IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

38. In accordance with the prevailing legislative framework, each institution of higher education is

required to establish its own language policy, guided by the Constitution and the Language

Policy for Higher Education. This latter policy addresses, as already indicated, the following four

major issues: languages of instruction; the future of South African languages as fields of

academic study and research; the study of foreign languages; and the promotion of

multilingualism in the institutional policies and practices of higher education institutions.

39. Provincial language policies will set the framework for the higher education institutions falling in

each region of the country. This means that although higher education is a national

responsibility, higher education institutions are required in certain respects to abide by regional

constitutional requirements. What is needed is a framework which would enable institutions to

make choices and determine priorities.

40. Firstly, there is the matter of the distribution of languages across South Africa. According to the

Census data of 2001, isiZulu has the highest number of speakers (23,8%) followed by isiXhosa

with 17,6%. Afrikaans with 13,3% speakers is the next highest with SeSotho sa Leboa with

9,4% (Census, 2001:14): XiTsonga, SiSwati, TshiVenda and isiNdebele with only 1,6% each,

have the smallest concentration of speakers. Of course this reflects the total national figures.

The figures do not reflect the actual distribution of languages in the provinces and in the

institutions of higher education.

41. Though XiTsonga, SiSwati, TshiVenda and isiNdebele may have the smallest distribution

nationally, these languages have a significantly greater distribution in the regions where they

are respectively concentrated. Policy may therefore benefit significant regional distribution while

simultaneously balancing such a necessary bias withUniv
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the need to empower provincial citizens with linguistic ability in one or more of the languages 

that are statistically, economically and socially more widely distributed nationally. This would not 

only meet a practical requirement to assist South Africans who love to travel and who insist on 

staying wherever they like in this country, but would also engender national awareness through 

active multilingualism. In this regard, if speakers of isiZulu, for example, have a low distribution 

in Limpopo, there may be good policy reasons for teaching the language in schools up to a 

determined minimum level in that province. Similarly, for the same reasons, SeSotho could be 

taught up to a determined minimum level in KwaZulu-Natal. We have a similar situation in the 

Western Cape where a small but resilient community of SeSotho speakers suggests that it 

would make good sense to require SeSotho to be taught in the region up to a determined 

minimum level of schooling.  

42.  We propose as a principle that where, for example, the national distribution of the Nguni and 

Sotho language groups is clearly statistically significant, serious consideration should be given 

to making a language in the Sotho language category a requirement up to a determined 

minimum level of schooling in a predominantly Nguni region, and vice versa.  

43.  What this picture may suggest is that where an indigenous African language has a significant 

statistical distribution at regional level, institutions of higher learning in a particular region could 

reasonably invest in the development of that language as a medium of instruction over time. If, 

for any number of unanticipated historical reasons, that language does not become an effective 

medium of instruction, much would have been done in any event to develop it significantly. 

What this means is that although a language may not in the long run become a medium of 

instruction (and at present we are unable to predict such an outcome), this is not a good 

enough reason for absolving provinces or institutions from being required to adopt a serious 

policy regarding an indigenous official language and make plans to develop that language.  Univ
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44.  If we compare the statistical distribution of the indigenous African languages at national and 

regional level with the actual language enrolments in South Africa‟s public institutions of higher 

education, this brings into stark relief the alarm we expressed earlier in this report about the 

danger facing our indigenous languages. The 2000 data in the Higher Education Management 

Information System (HEMIS) indicated that of the 605 495 students enrolled at universities and 

technikons in 2000, English had not unexpectedly the highest number of enrolments, 

comprising 32% of the total. IsiZulu and isiXhosa jointly comprised 22% but the other 

indigenous languages recorded 6% and less. The number of student enrolments in official 

indigenous African languages at universities and technikons has recorded a dramatic decline of 

about 50% since 1999.  

45.  Clearly, if higher education is indeed located at the intersection between the public, private, and 

civil society sectors, then it is cause for serious concern that higher education currently has a 

minimal ability to provide society with citizens who have a working competence in indigenous 

languages in a competitive contemporary environment. This inability fundamentally threatens 

the long-term goals of national reconciliation and may fester into a potentially destabilising 

national sore two to three decades from now. It is not an unlikely scenario that, as South Africa 

continues to build a strong black middle-class with as low a competency in African languages 

as it now has, one generation in the next 10 to 20 years may become so culturally alienated 

that elements from among the élite themselves might call for a fundamental change in the 

cultural condition of the state in ways that would be potentially destabilising. Successful 

planning should foresee such a scenario and plan either to prevent it, or to manage it.  

46.  The earliest written records of the South African indigenous languages date back to the 18th 

century. The first text, a short isiXhosa wordlist, was compiled by a Swedish traveller, Andrew 

Sparrman, in 1776. Subsequently, following the steady arrival of missionaries, many more 

wordlists were compiled as printing presses were established. The  Univ
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early transcription of African languages by missionaries pioneered modern scholarship in those 

languages. The most famous of the early publishing initiatives were the Lovedale Press in the 

Eastern Cape, the Morija Press in Lesotho and the Marianhill Press in Natal. Accordingly, the 

modern growth of African languages was uneven, depending on the arrival of missionary 

activity and the degree and intensity of the missionaries‟ investment in developing them. As a 

result, the languages were not only reduced to writing but indigenous language speakers were 

also educated and trained by the missionaries, and continued the work into the future.  

47. In view of such a history, a careful assessment should be made of what further investment and

the direction of innovation would be required for any particular language selected for

development as a medium of instruction. The comparative strengths of respective languages

would have to be carefully calibrated as a basis for strategic decisions. The second stage of the

Ministerial Committee‟s work would include determining the relative strengths of each language

in accordance with the historical quantity and usage of textbooks, novels, poetry, drama,

dictionaries, newspapers and the extent of newspaper readership; the number of active

researchers, teachers and writers, including journalists; and the lobbying infrastructure.

RECOMMENDATIONS 

48. In making our recommendations we invoke the national motto: !KE E: /XARRA //KE. Also, it is

clear that the objective of developing the official indigenous African languages as mediums of

instruction in higher education would require a systemic undergirding of the entire schooling

system and the enhanced public and social use of these languages in the daily lives of South

Africans. It is important to retain this context.

48.1 The official indigenous African languages should, in terms of the Constitution, retain and

 deepen their official status. We make Univ
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this point not only for emphasis, but also to underscore at all times the historic 

significance of our Constitution as a living document. Sustaining these languages is a 

national imperative.  

48.2  As the Constitution conveys a full awareness of the complexity of implementation, it is 

clear that there would have to be a coordinated, long-range national plan that would 

work at national, provincial and local level to provide adequate resources and support for 

indigenous African languages. Equally so, the public structures that deal with language 

matters, such as PanSALB, the NLS and African Language Associations, should be 

consolidated further and be supported, maintained and monitored. However, the ultimate 

responsibility rests with the national Government.  

48.3  We recommend that each higher education institution should, in the context of the official 

status of the relevant indigenous language, apply the following regional and locality-

specific criteria in its selection of one or more indigenous African languages to be 

developed for use in higher education. In addition, each institution could use these 

criteria to formulate a framework that would enable it to make choices and determine 

priorities, such as:  

48.3.1   Regional and locality-specific criteria  

48.3.2   Concentration of speakers and students  

48.3.3   Availability of expertise  

48.3.4   Availability of infrastructure  

48.3.5   Affordability  

48.3.6  Possible linkages and partnerships with English and Afrikaans  

48.3.7   Economic, social and political significance of courses.  

Furthermore, each institution would have to develop an implementation framework 

based on short, medium and long-term objectives.  
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48.4  A communicative competence in at least one indigenous African language should be a 

legal requirement for a person to gain employment and promotion in the public service or 

any state institution.  

48.5  A communicative competence in at least one indigenous African language should be 

rewarded, particularly in cases where the person‟s home language is English and/or 

Afrikaans.  

48.6  Higher education institutions, government and the private sector should collaborate in 

identifying on a regional basis prioritised courses that could be progressively translated 

into an African language. The strategy should determine which language/s would be 

targeted in that specific region and who would take responsibility for producing the 

material, given the expertise in the region. The following outline, based on research 

conducted by the Ministerial Committee and on information from Statistics South Africa 

(Census 2001) could be used as a guideline
2
:  

Languages     Higher Education Institutions
3 
 

 

isiNdebele     Pretoria; Unisa  

 
isiZulu    Johannesburg; KwaZulu-Natal; North West; Unisa;  

Wits; Zululand  
 

isiXhosa   Cape Town; Fort Hare; Free State; Nelson Mandela  
Metro; Rhodes; Stellenbosch; Unisa; Western Cape  

 

SeSotho sa     The North; Johannesburg; Pretoria; Unisa; Venda  
Lebowa 

 

SeSotho     Cape Town; Free State; Stellenbosch; Unisa; Wits  

 

SeTswana     North-West; Pretoria; Unisa  

 

SiSwati     Unisa; Zululand  

 

TshiVenda     The North; Unisa; Venda  

 
2 

This includes the new universities of technology and comprehensives.  
3 

At the time of writing this report, some institutions were engaged in merging and changing, and would 
henceforth have different names.  
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XiTsonga The North; Unisa; Venda 

48.7  The above recommendation should be read in conjunction with paragraph 42 in which 

we propose as a principle that where, for example, where the national distribution 

between Nguni and Sotho language groups is clearly statistically significant, serious 

consideration should be given to making a language in the Sotho language category a 

requirement up to a determined minimum level of schooling in a predominantly Nguni 

region, and vice versa.  

48.8  Each higher education institution should be required to identify an indigenous African 

language of its choice for initial development as a medium of instruction. Where the 

language of choice is a particular regionally dominant language, higher education 

institutions in that particular region should develop a regional approach. Where an 

institution specialises in a defined field of study, such specialisation should be 

determined collectively with neighbouring institutions in a holistic manner. For instance, 

higher education institutions A, B and C should collectively determine which area of 

speciality would be targeted and which language would be developed as the medium of 

instruction, depending on the dominant language/s of the region.  

48.9  Funding for research into various aspects of indigenous African language development 

in terms of these recommendations, particularly in such areas as terminology 

development, should be part of the strategy of national research funding and be 

accorded the same magnitude and status as that coordinated through the National 

Research Foundation.  

48.10 Equally, publishing in indigenous African languages in the entire range of publishing 

areas and materials should be a nationally coordinated activity involving collaboration 

between higher education institutions and publishers, and may be coordinated by 

PanSALB.  
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48.11  Language requirements at primary and secondary schools, including private schools, 

should ensure language choices in the light of paragraph 41 above.  

48.12  Legislation should be reviewed to close the possible loopholes created through 

phraseology such as “where reasonably practicable”.  

All these recommendations could only be implemented successfully should they be introduced within a 

combined stakeholder framework of commitment and driven by a spirit of transformation. Since our 

tertiary education institutions are on the brink of a new pedagogic dispensation, this stakeholder 

framework of commitment would have to reflect the following key considerations:  

♦ A partnership among all essential public and private sector stakeholder groups and institutions;  

♦ a sensitive management and coordination function to be conducted by a statutory body such as  

   PanSALB;  

♦ the ongoing and regular monitoring and evaluation of progress;  

♦ a level of synergy and complementarity among all three spheres of government in terms of   

   funding as well as other forms of support;  

♦ the introduction of an effective set of promotional incentives to encourage and secure the full  

   commitment of stakeholder participation.  
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WESTERN CAPE LANGUAGE POLICY 
 

NOVEMBER 2001 
 
Compiled by the Western Cape Language Committee, a statutory body of the 
Western Cape Provincial Government 
 
1. PURPOSE 
 
To give effect to 
 

 sections 6 and 9 of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (Act 108 of 
1996); 

 section 5 of the Constitution of the Western Cape (Act 1 of 1998); 
 the Western Cape Languages Act (Act 13 of 1998); 
 the Pan South African Language Board Act (Act 59 of 1995); 
 the Batho Pele principle; 
 the promotion and realisation of provincial and national unity, and 
 the development of the provincial and national economy. 
  

2. GOALS 
 
2.1  To support the Batho Pele initiative of impartial service delivery by 

promoting equal access to public services and programmes by removing 
communication or language barriers. 
 

2.2  o promote multilingualism amongst the people of the Western Cape. 
 
2.3  To promote the use of the three official languages of the Western Cape, 

namely Afrikaans, Xhosa and English, by the provincial and local 
governments40

 of the Western Cape. 
 

2.4  To give increasing effect to the equal constitutional status of the three official 
languages of the Western Cape. 
 

2.5 To elevate the status and advance the use of those indigenous languages of 
historically diminished status used by the people of the Western Cape, such 
as the Khoi and San languages. 
 

2.6  To promote and ensure respect in the Western Cape for the section 6 (5) 
ancestral (heritage) languages provided for in the Constitution of the Republic 
of South Africa (Act 108 of 1996). 
 

2.7  To foster respect for and protect the language rights of the people of the 
Western Cape, thereby avoiding the use of any language for exploitation and 
domination. 
 

2.8  To develop language resources by enabling and supporting the training of 
language professionals. 

 
                                                 
40

 Provincial Government refers to the executive, legislative, judicial and administrative functions of the 

provincial government. 
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3. POLICY PROVISIONS FOR THE USE OF THE OFFICIAL LANGUAGES OF
THE WESTERN CAPE BY THE PROVINCIAL GOVERNMENT

3.1 The official languages of the Province are Afrikaans, Xhosa and English. 
These languages may be used in any debates and other proceedings of the 
Western Cape Provincial Parliament and its committees. The Western Cape 
Parliament must make provision for interpreting services for members from 
and into the three official languages during sittings of the Provincial 
Parliament and any of its committees. Sign language interpreting must be 
provided where necessary. 

3.2 The official record of debates of the Provincial Parliament must be kept in the 
official languages in which the debates took place. Translations of any 
sections of the record into any of the relevant official languages must be 
made available by the Secretary to the Provincial Parliament within a 
reasonable period after the debate. 

3.3 All legislation, official reports and resolutions of the Provincial Parliament and 
its committees must be made available in all three official languages. The 
Provincial Parliament may make practical arrangements to cause legislation, 
official reports and resolutions drawn up in one official language to be 
available, within a reasonable period, in the other two official languages. 

3.4 A bill introduced in the Provincial Parliament must upon introduction be 
available in at least two official languages. A system must be implemented 
which rotates the choice of two languages equitably amongst the three official 
languages of the Province. The Secretary to Parliament must keep a 
centralised register in order to regulate the rotation of the languages in bills to 
be introduced to the Provincial Parliament. 

3.5 A notice of motion or a formal motion in the Provincial Parliament must be 
available in all three official languages. The Provincial Parliament may make 
practical arrangements to cause motions drawn up in one official language to 
be available, within a reasonable period, in the other two official languages. 

4. OFFICIAL NOTICES AND ADVERTISEMENTS

4.1 All official notices issued by the provincial government for general public 
information, must be issued in Afrikaans, Xhosa and English. Local 
government must give due consideration to the language preferences of their 
residents in this regard. 

4.2 All official notices and advertisements published by provincial and local 
governments must, in case of publication in the Provincial Gazette, be 
published in Afrikaans, Xhosa and English. When published in other 
newspapers, it is sufficient to publish such documents, notices or 
advertisements only in the language in which the newspaper concerned 
appears. If there is no newspaper published in a particular language, such 
notices or advertisements must be published in that official language in 
another newspaper. 

Univ
ers

ity
 O

f C
ap

e T
ow

n 



 

 4 

5. COMMUNICATION WITH AND SERVICES TO THE PUBLIC 
 
5.1  Every organ or institution of the provincial or local government must, in its 

oral, written and electronic communication with and rendering of services to 
the public, ensure that these are carried out in the most appropriate manner, 
with the assistance of interpreters and translators and other technical means 
such as simulcast and subtitling, in any of the three official languages of the 
Western Cape, depending on the language usage and needs of the residents. 
 

5.2  Any member of the public in the Western Cape may 
 

(a) use any one of the three official languages of the Western Cape in his or 
her communication with any institution of the provincial or local 
government, and 

 
(b)  be served in any of the three official languages at or by any institution of 

the provincial or local government where there is a substantial need for 
communication and services in that language based on the language 
needs and preferences of the community, and it can reasonably be 
expected of the institution concerned to communicate and render services 
in that language, with due consideration to the National Education 
Language Policy. 

 
5.3  In the case of written and electronic communication between the provincial 

and local governments and residents, the provincial official language of the 
residents‟ choice must be used. If the provincial or local government initiates 
the communication, the language profile of the target audience will determine 
the languages to be used. Subject to periodic language audits, provincial and 
local government publications shall be issued in the language/s of the target 
audience. 
 

5.4  International communication on the part of provincial and local governments 
will usually be in English or in the preferred language of the country 
concerned. 
 

6. INTERNAL COMMUNICATION 
 
6.1  Provincial and local governments must in their various structures each reach 

sufficient consensus on their working languages for internal oral 
communication, intra- and inter-departmentally, subject to the proviso that no 
person shall be prevented from using the language of his or her preference, 
at any given time. 
 

6.2  Provincial and local government structures must in their various structures 
each reach sufficient consensus on their working languages for internal 
written and electronic communication, intra- and inter-departmentally, 
provided that every effort be made to comply with the language code of 
conduct. 
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7. LOCAL GOVERNMENT

Local governments must determine the language usage and preferences of their 
communities within the enabling provincial language policy framework. 

Upon the determination of the language usage and preferences of the residents, 
local governments must, in consultation with their communities, develop, publicise 
and implement language policies. 

8. PRIVATE SECTOR

8.1 Provincial and local governments shall encourage and advise private 
enterprises to develop and implement their own language policies in 
accordance with the framework of the Provincial Language Policy. 

8.2 Provincial and local governments shall endeavour to promote the most 
important languages of trade and tourism such as German, French and 
Japanese. Provincial and local governments shall advise non-governmental 
organisations and the private sector in this regard, e.g. in regard to planning 
and the formulation of policy. 

9. IDENTIFICATION SIGNS

Where an organ or institution of the provincial or local government uses signage and 
directions to identify any of its offices or facilities, such signage and directions must 
be in the three official languages of the Western Cape. The three official languages 
of the Western Cape must be used equitably on road signs and direction signs on 
roads which do not form part of the RTRN. As far as local road signs, direction signs 
and street names are concerned, due consideration must be given to local 
communities‟ language use and preferences.
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Appendix 13 
 

 

 

 

 

 

      leads to 

 

 

 

 

      which appear in the 

 learner as 

 

 

 

 

      which joins with other personal 

      characteristics such as 

      __________________________________________________________ 

    

  

 

Age 

 

 

 

 

Personality 

  

Capabilities 

  

Previous 

Knowledge 

  

 

      __________________________________________________________ 

 

      all of which explain the use the 

      learner makes of the available 

 

 

 

 

      the interplay between learner 

      and situation determining 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Spolsky‟s model of second language learning

 

Social Context 

 

Attitudes 
(of various kinds) 

 

Motivation 

 

Learning Opportunities (formal or informal) 

 

Linguistic and non-linguistic 

outcomes for the learner 
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