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The alternative is that they can participate in the lesson by mixing their languages, as the 

following oral examples indicate. I have transcribed the following examples, recorded in Tables 

5, 6 and 7, exactly and as accurately as possible from the learners’ interactions. These comments 

were recorded as the learners and teacher was interacting. They have been taken from my field 

notes. The translation into English for Tables 9, 10 and 11 is given in brackets and is also 

italicized. 

 

Table 5: Reading lesson and discussion 

I:                What do you think happened next, Keighley? 

Keighley:      Hulle het opin die stairs gehartloep, Menee. 

                         (They ran up the stairs, Sir) 

I:                Right, but why do you think they ran up the stairs? 

Keighley:      Hulle het gedink dat die hond die baby dood gemaak het. 

                         (They thought that the dog had killed the baby) 

I:                  Why do you say that, Keighley? 

Keighley:       Daa was bloed om sy mon, Menee. 

                        (There was blood round his mouth, Sir) 

 

This lesson took place during the daily 30 minutes reading period at school (WCED 2001). I was 

discussing a graded reader that was being read by a group of grade 7 learners. In order to get the 

learners to participate I encourage them to answer in the language in which they felt most 

comfortable. Keighley constantly used Afrikaans even when prompted to use English. At first, I 

thought that she was consciously refusing to answer the questions in English until I realized that 

she was the only learner in the group engaging freely when I asked questions. I realized then that 

had the lesson’s criteria been different, for example were the learner only to respond in English 

to my questions, Keighley would have been at a serious disadvantage, yet from her responses, it 

is evident that she comprehends the story. She unfortunately did not have enough English 

language skills to answer comfortably and confidently in the language of learning and teaching.  
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Table 6: Grammar lesson 

Keighley:        Wat moen os doen? 

                        (What must we do?) 

Levonne:      Os moennie opposites in vul. 

                        (We must fill in the opposites) 

Wayman:         Wat is antonyms? 

                        (What are antonyms?) 

Levonne:      Antonyms issie opposites. 

                        (Antonyms are the opposites) 

 

This interaction between three grade 7 learners took place after I had given my class a grammar 

exercise. They had to identify and underline the antonyms in ten sentences. The exercise was not 

given as an assessment piece, and the instruction was that they could assist each other. The 

learners’ interaction occurred entirely in Afrikaans. Of the three learners, Levonne is most at 

ease during the English lessons. She often responds in English while Wayman and Keighley use 

Afrikaans. Levonne therefore constantly uses the vernacular (Kaaps Afrikaans) to explain the 

activities to her friends. This behaviour happens in many other groups in the classroom. The 

learners use the vernacular to explain the lessons to each other. When questioned about this 

behaviour, the learners responded that they prefer the English grammar terms and concepts to be 

explained to them in Afrikaans (albeit in non-standard Afrikaans).  

 

Table 7: Integrated Natural Science and English lesson 

Joshua: Sir, can we look anywhere for this information? 

Levonne: Menee, kan ons oek die skool se internet gebruik? 

                       (Sir, can we also use the school’s Internet?) 

Jessie:   Menee, moen it lank wies? 

                        (Sir, must it be long?) 

 

This interaction occurred after the grade 7 learners were given an integrated English–Natural 

Science task. As the LoLT is English, all learning areas are taught in English at the school except 
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for Afrikaans as a subject. From the learners’ responses, it is evident that Afrikaans dominates 

the classroom discussions. I seldom respond to the learners in the vernacular even though I 

encourage them to use whichever language they are comfortable with. From this example it is 

also evident that Afrikaans usage permeates the curriculum. The learners use Afrikaans to make 

sense of their learning and the teaching process.  

 

This strategy allows them to assist each other. The code mixing and code switching teaching 

style is used as a safety net for those learners not confident enough to express themselves in the 

LoLT. I found the same during an observation of an Afrikaans lesson where the learners would 

rather respond in English or in a mixed code. The Afrikaans language teacher also engaged in the 

practice of explaining the Afrikaans concepts in English to the learners. As such, it is a common 

practice at school that languages are switched and even mixed to facilitate the teaching-learning 

process. This is completely different to what is claimed to be practiced (see Bamgbose 2000). 

The reality is that code switching and code mixing are far more common than translation. With 

translation, one would assume that the terms or concepts will be explained in the learners’ 

mother tongue in a standardized form. However, teachers used the vernacular to facilitate the 

teaching-learning process (Bamgbose 2002 and 2000). 

 

From the examples above the following trends can be highlighted. In this particular class, the 

teacher seldom uses Afrikaans to facilitate the learners’ understanding even though the teacher 

allows the learners to use Afrikaans. During assessment activities, especially during written 

tasks, learners are not encouraged to use Afrikaans. This practice, the use of code switching as 

well as the lack of encouragement for the use of Afrikaans, is questioned by the other staff 

members, as the teacher is seen to disadvantage the learners, unlike in other classes where the 

practice of assisting the learners orally with their tasks is considered as giving them a second 

opportunity and also seen as being sensitive to the learners’ needs.  

 

There is clearly a point of disjuncture at the required proficiency levels of reading and writing 

(see Rose 2004; Jardine 2008 in regard to the breakdown in the acquisition of literacy skills of 

reading-writing; influence comprehension and cognition). The children think mostly in Afrikaans 
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(their inner voice), then translate their thoughts into English before answering in class. They do 

the same when reading, which leads to an interrupted reading-comprehension-writing continuum. 

The learner comes to school thinking that he or she cannot talk or write ‘properly’ and will 

therefore not respond or participate freely in the lessons (see Webb 2002; de Klerk 1996).  

 

4.4 Language and literacy practices: the teachers  

 

At Socrates, the teachers’ observation of the children’s language and literacy proficiency is often 

erroneously based on mistaking ‘linguistic failures (i.e. language problems) for academic failures 

(i.e. real inability to learn)’ (Obanya 2004:10). The teachers often confuse these two failures by 

misdiagnosing the barriers to academic success. At the end of every school year, a panel of 

experts from the WCED, which comprises the circuit manager, the school psychologist, a social 

worker, a remedial teacher, and a curriculum advisor visit the school. They discuss those learners 

who are in need of more time in the Grade (the potential failures). The first step in this process, 

however, is that the panel instructs the school to identify learners who are in danger of academic 

failure by May/June (the pre-progression meeting) within the particular school year. I have 

summarized the teachers’ reports on the barriers they identified to learning in 2007, in the table 

below. The highlighted sections indicate my emphasis on the identification of language as a 

barrier to learning. The table is also informative in that it shows who is ready to progress and 

under which condition:  

 

Table 8: Summary of pre-progression data required by WCED, 2007 (Appendix E) 

May 2007 

Grade1 (5 learners) 

The barriers faced by Grade 1 learners are recorded as an inability to cope, to concentrate, and to 

communicate. Only two learners were identified as possibly having a language barrier 

based on the mother tongue. 

Grade 2 (12 learners) 

The barrier in the Grade 2 classes was identified as the learners inability to know single sounds 

and then to blend these sounds into 3-letter words. These learners also could not identify their 
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consonants. 

Grade 3 (3 learners) 

Learners in Grade 3 struggle with their writing and reading, especially following written 

instructions. 

Grade 4 (8 learners) 

Reading, spelling, and writing are the central barriers experienced in Grade 4. In addition, 

the low concentration levels of the learners lead to behavioural problems.  

Grade 5 (8 learners) 

The learners’ reading ability was identified as the major barrier to academic success. 

Grade 6 (10 learners) 

The learners in Grade 6 have a reading/comprehension barrier. The home language of only 3 

candidates identified as possible failures in the Grade was offered as a reason for their 

barrier to learning: one learner is Afrikaans speaking, and the other two are Xhosa 

speaking. 

Grade 7 (4 learners) 

The barrier in the grade 7 classes was identified as a lack of reading comprehension. Of the 

four candidates identified for More-time-needed, two were at an emergent reading level, while 

the other two struggled to identify words. Only one learner was identified as not being an 

English mother tongue speaker. 

 

In 2007 there were 50 candidates who were marked for more time needed in their respective 

grades. At face value, it is difficult to link these academic barriers to the language policy of the 

school, because in the FP only 2 learners were explicitly identified as experiencing barriers to 

leaning based on their mother tongue. There is an implied link to language as a barrier from the 

rest of the learners in this phase. But if the grade 2 numbers are reliable and consistent, the 

learners are now manifesting the lack of language foundation so necessary for later success at 

school.  

 

Teachers often say that the learners do not know their single sounds, and by extrapolation, are 

unable to construct simple words. This barrier presents itself explicitly in grades 3 and 4, where 
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the main barriers identified are that the learners struggle with writing and reading. It is at this 

crucial threshold stage (see McDonald 1990) that the learners start experiencing and displaying 

lack of language proficiency in the target language. The learners in grade 4 have difficulty 

spelling, which is a residual effect of not being able to recognize sound and letter patterns. In 

addition, the learners’ difficulty in writing skills can be attributed to the learners not being 

authentic writers, as suggested by Bloch (2005, 2000) and Wolff (2000), who extend the concept 

to being an authentic reader, as these two skills are interdependent. 

 

The theme that dominates the InterSen phase is that of reading comprehension as a barrier, and 

by extension the learners’ writing ability. From the data, the following examples clearly 

highlight this: grade 4, ‘Reading, spelling, and writing are the central barriers’; grade 5, ‘The 

learners’ reading ability was identified as the major barrier to academic success’; grade 6, ‘The 

learners in Grade 6 have a reading/comprehension barrier’; and grade 7, ‘. The barrier in the 

grade 7 classes was identified as a lack of reading comprehension’. It is also possible to infer 

from the data that there is a cumulative effect, and by grade 6, many more learners are identified 

as having reading comprehension as a barrier. This is also in keeping with the PIRLS (2006) and 

the WCED systemic results since 2002 that found our intermediate phase learners are performing 

below their grade level in all grades. Similarly, Heugh 2005 and Cummins (2000, 1996) found 

that learners who are taught in an additional language without a mother tongue maintenance 

programme manifest greater academic stagnation in grades 5 and 6. From this we can deduce 

that the straight for English policy of the school does affect the academic success of learners. 

The evidence for this assertion is that by grade 6, 46 learners are in danger of failing based on 

their lack of proficiency in the target language.  

 

Rose (2004) says that reading and the ability to comprehend are the greatest determinants of 

academic success in formal schooling. The fact that almost 10% of the school’s population are 

experiencing academic barriers based on reading, points to the learners not being ready to learn 

through the target language. However, as Bloch argues (2000:4), teachers are often the ones who 

are not ready to accommodate the learners’ prior knowledge and language ability, because it is 

not culturally or socially compatible with that of the teacher. Also, is language readiness 
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dependent on competence in a standardized version of the language of learning and teaching? If 

so, then all grade 1 learners at Socrates start their formal schooling at a disadvantage, because 

teachers and parents lack a detailed understanding and knowledge of language-related issues, and 

insist on language programmes based on the learner’ rudimentary grasp of the target language 

(see Wolff 2005; Cummins 1996).  

 

4.4.1 Attitudinal resistance to Afrikaans  

In response to the low literacy levels and the internal assessment achieved by the learners, in 

2006 Socrates re-evaluated the necessity of having mother tongue education from Grade 1. 

Although the drive from the teachers to teach Afrikaans as a LoLT, either in a parallel stream or 

as a dual medium approach (as suggested by the LiEP), is strong, the teachers are experiencing 

resistance from the learners and parents. In the higher classes, Grades 6 and 7, numerous 

complaints from the learners characterize their resistance to Afrikaans-usage as a standard 

variety, such as ‘Menee, os praat dannie soe nie’ (Sir, we don’t speak like that), ‘Menee, ek 

kennie die woorre ni.’ (Sir, I don’t know these words), and ‘Menee, wat is daai in engels?’ (Sir, 

what is that in English?) when they engage in the Afrikaans class.  

 

This resistance to Afrikaans (as a subject) is surprising considering the learners’ low proficiency 

in English, and their communal language identification with Kaaps Afrikaans. Instead of using 

the language of the community as a scaffold, Afrikaans is taught merely as the first additional 

language as decided by the school language policy, effectively confirming its lower status in the 

school. From the research (Baker 2001, 1992) we learn that without investigating the attitudes of 

the learners and parents, any LoLT policy implemented at school will fail because there is no 

motivation from the target population to do so. In addition, Duquette 1972 (in Baker 1992) says 

that if the learner experiences a sense of being undervalued, she or he will also not be motivated 

to learn in a language of the school. The following examples taken from a questionnaire the 

Grades R to 5 teachers completed, will illustrate how Afrikaans is used in these early 

foundational years.  
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Table 9: How do you use Afrikaans in your classroom? (Appendix b) 

Grade R teacher: Most of the learners prefer English although I do speak in Afrikaans to those 

learners whose home language is Afrikaans. The Xhosa learners are slowly learning to 

understand English/Afrikaans but I ask a learner to translate. 

Grade 1 a: My language of teaching is English. I translate in Xhosa as much as possible. I speak 

Afrikaans to my learners. The response is quite good. 

Grade 1 b:  My language of teaching is English. I translate in Xhosa what I can. Other Xhosa 

lrs will help by asking weaker Xhosa lrs in Xhosa. I also speak Afrikaans to my Afrikaans 

speaking learners as well. 

Grade 2 a:  I speak to all the learners in English when I teach or introduce a lesson. I then 

translate what I was saying to them in Xhosa for the Xhosa speaking learners. When doing Days 

or Months of yr, I do all 3 languages. I also have a multilingual method of teaching. 

Grade 2 b:  I teach in English. Sometimes I let a Xhosa learner translate certain words to 

those Xhosa learners – does not understand. 

Grade 3 a:  Teach in English – and sometimes translate in Afrikaans. Certain words/phrases 

Xhosa learners will explain in their mother tongue also introduce songs in 3 languages e.g. 

rhymes, body parts to make learning easier. 

Grade 3 b: I teach in English but also translate in Afrikaans. Xhosa learners respond to English 

& find Afr. diff. We have one lesson per week set aside for an Afr. period & even then I have to 

switch over to English again. 

Grade 4 a: I teach in English. Find most learners speak Afrikaans at home. Lrns are not using 

proper English. Teach Afrikaans during Afrikaans lessons. Get a Xhosa lrn to translate + work 

with weaker Xhosa lrns. 

Grade 4 b: I teach in English. I have to explain in Afrikaans at times – content subjects. I have 

one Xhosa speaking learner whom another learner have to interpret to most of the times. 

Graced 5 a: Teach in English. Sometimes translate into Afr. Get Xhosa speaking lnr to interpret 

if I can’t. 

Grade 5 b: No response. 
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The comments from the teachers are very guarded. There is an inherent tension in their responses 

in that they are aware of my position with regard to language usage in the classroom and my 

investigation of the school’s language policy. This may have clouded some of the respondents’ 

viewpoints in an attempt to align their views to mine.  Nevertheless, many issues arise from the 

teachers’ comments on how they use Afrikaans in their classroom. At this point of my 

investigation, I did not qualify the term Afrikaans. However, I assumed that the teachers would 

use standard Afrikaans as much as possible, and would engage the learners in Kaaps Afrikaans, 

(or the teachers’ term, the vernacular) only as a last resort. As reported in Bamgbose 2002; Webb 

2002; de Klerk 1996, teachers will use whatever methods are necessary to get their learners to 

understand the concepts, be it the vernacular, code-switching or code mixing. By means of the 

following themes, I will now discuss in greater detail the teachers’ responses to my question of 

how they use Afrikaans in the classroom. The themes are translation and the issue of Afrikaans 

as a subject. 

 

4.4.1.1 Translation 

The main theme running through the data collected from the teachers is the concept of 

translation. Translation in this sense is used as a scaffolding strategy by the teachers. All the 

respondents say that they engage in translation if their learners are having difficulty in 

understanding the teaching concepts. This is similar to what Bamgbose (2000) found when he 

writes that any good teacher will use whatever means available to get the learners to grasp the 

concepts. Bamgbose reports that teachers often used the vernacular or local language to scaffold 

their learners’ understanding of the teaching-learning process. Translation as it is used by the 

teachers is the expression of a concept in another language. For example, if a learner does not 

understand a concept in English, the teacher will use standard Afrikaans to explain it to the 

learner. I have identified three sub-themes in how the teacher uses translation. 

 

Firstly, and especially in the early foundation phase years (grades 1 to 2), teachers engage in 

translation into isiXhosa more often than translation into Afrikaans. For the purpose of this 

dissertation, and a recognized limitation of it, I do not analyse this phenomenon in great depth as 

my focus is on Afrikaans as the language of translation. Teachers also use other isiXhosa 
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learners in the grade to translate the concepts for those isiXhosa-speakers who are experiencing 

difficulty with the target language. This practice is problematic because it is based on the 

assumption that the grade 1, 2 or 3 learner have a high-enough level of proficiency in the LoLT 

to transfer the teaching concepts into the mother tongue, and then to explain these to another 

learner. The teachers have a barely functional proficiency in isiXhosa; how sure are they that 

their message is being relayed accurately?  

 

Secondly, from grade 3 onwards, scaffolding (translation) occurs mostly through Afrikaans. The 

common response from teachers in grades 3 to 4 is that they teach in English but translate into 

Afrikaans. The teachers do not refer to these incidents as moments of code switching, or code 

mixing. The respondents uniformly referred to this practice as translation. They also see this 

practice as a means of scaffolding that is helping the learner to come to a greater understanding 

of the curriculum. Code mixing and switching have negative connotations, in that the perception 

among teachers is that this scaffold entrenches the use of the non-standard variety of the 

language (for example Kaaps Afrikaans) in the classroom. The argument from the teachers is 

that the learners’ vocabulary does not really develop when using Kaaps Afrikaans. 

 

The third theme that I identified is the status of Afrikaans as a language subject at the school. 

According to the LiEP 1997, by grade 3 the learners are introduced to an additional language as a 

subject. At Socrates, as stated earlier, this language is Afrikaans. It is also for this grade level 

that the amount of translation into Afrikaans increases; that is, the English lesson/concept is 

sometimes translated into Afrikaans. However, translation also occurs from Afrikaans to English. 

For example, the grade 3b teacher alludes to the practice of ‘translation’ from Afrikaans into 

English, ‘even then I have to switch over to English again.’ This is not an isolated practice; for 

example, Madeleine writes that, ‘When I get Afrikaans at school I must ask the Sir to explain in 

English’. In addition, John’s comment is also pertinent as to how Afrikaans is perceived at 

school. He observes that there is only one Afrikaans-speaking teacher at school. This also 

suggests that teachers and learners covertly do not attach much value to Afrikaans (see Baker 

2001, 1992). In a sense then, the overt practice of translation can be presented as scaffolding the 

language barrier, but covertly, translation can also further entrench the lower status of Afrikaans 
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as both teacher and learner find it necessary to explain Afrikaans terms in English, rather than in 

Afrikaans.  Kilfoil and van der Walt (1997) and Baker (1992) write that learners lose interest in 

learning if they perceive that their language is undervalued. This argument can be applied to 

Socrates in that the negative attitude to Afrikaans at the school is similar to the characteristics of 

those who have negative attitudes to languages as described by Baker (1992). Added to this is 

the effect of the hegemony of English on the school community and teachers. To break free of 

the belief that English is a liberating language that will uplift the speaker socially and 

economically is difficult because this belief is deeply entrenched in the psychology of the 

community (see Benson 2008; Alexander 2000).  

 

However, in those instances where code switching occurs, there is no policy that can regulate the 

practice and discussion of it. It is a covert policy practiced behind closed doors. From the 

teachers’ comments, a strong defeatist attitude also emerges, in that many teachers’ responses 

suggest that they are unable to assist the learners to overcome the prevailing language barriers. 

The teachers’ helplessness also adds to the language policy remaining unchallenged.  

 

4.4.2 Language sensitivity in the classroom 

 The academic proficiency of the learners is determined by their reading-writing ability in the 

medium of instruction, which is English. At my school and especially in my classroom, the 

assessment activities to determine the language proficiency of the learners are based on a mixture 

of old and new teaching-learning materials. Many of these books are not suitable for the learners 

as they are either outdated or above or below the learners’ ability. As a compromise, I tend to use 

the older textbooks more often than the latest textbooks. In addition, this combination is 

presented at a language level that is neither home nor first additional language, but rather at an 

indeterminate level between the two. As the learning outcomes for the two language levels 

(home and first additional) are very different, it is difficult to determine the language proficiency 

of the learners in this programme. Because the school has not clearly indicated the ‘required 

language proficiency’ to be obtained, the school language policy has been left to the teachers to 

interpret, implement and practice as ‘sensitively’ as they see fit. The use of the non-standard 

variety of the LoLT and possible use of the vernacular is implied by Paragraph 2.6 of the 
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school’s language policy that acknowledges that the majority of the learners are not English 

mother tongue speakers. Teachers are therefore to be sensitive in their choice of teaching-

learning materials used in the classroom.  

 

In my opinion, being sensitive also depends on the teacher’s own language profile. The 

following table is a summary of the teachers’ language profile at Socrates. In order to determine 

to what extent teachers are sensitive to language other than their own language(s), I asked them 

to state their primary language(s) in preferential order. The table below captures the data for this 

question.  

 

Table 10: What do you consider your primary language(s)? (N = 15)  (Appendix a) 

Language (predominant language in brackets if 

bilingual or trilingual) 

Number of 

respondents 

English 8 

Afrikaans  1 

Afrikaans and English (Afrikaans) 3 

English and Afrikaans (English) 2 

isiXhosa  0 

isiXhosa, English and  Afrikaans (isiXhosa)  1 

Total   15 

 

15 teachers responded in writing to the question, ‘What do you consider your primary 

language(s)’? Eight teachers reported English (Eng.) as their primary language; one indicated 

Afrikaans (Afr.); three reported Afrikaans and English, with a preference for Afrikaans; two 

reported English and Afrikaans, with English the more often used; and one reported having three 

primary languages, with isiXhosa as the main one. This teacher, a mother tongue isiXhosa-

speaker, would define herself as multilingual.   

 

From the above data, 10 teachers favour English as their primary language, 4 teachers said that 

Afrikaans is their primary language, and 1 teacher is isiXhosa mother tongue proficient.  English, 
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therefore, heavily defines the language profile of the staff, a fact which should greatly benefit the 

English-mainly language policy of the school.  

 

However, the term ‘sensitive’ is problematic at Socrates in that there is no context in which to 

place this word. The questions that arise are: to what extent are teachers uniformly sensitive to 

the learners needs? How does the school define the term ‘sensitive’? Do all the teachers at the 

school perceive this term in the same way? The following table illustrates what teachers (one per 

Grade) understand by ‘sensitive’ in relation to language use. Nine teachers responded to the 

question. 

 

Table 11: What is your understanding of the term ‘sensitive’? (Appendix c) 

Grade R I only have 6 Xhosa learners. Two of these learners easily translate from their 

mother tongue to the learners what is required especially during story, music or 

movement ring. I try not to let them use too much of their mother tongue but at 

times they cannot express their feelings so I do allow it, and the leaners will 

translate to me. 

Grade 1 Parents have placed their children in an English Medium School because they want 

their kids to be taught in English, despite the fact that they are Afrikaans or Xhosa 

speaking at home. Educators need to be sensitive when addressing learners, so as to 

make sure that they understand what is expected of them. When learners mix 

English and Afrikaans, than I would simply correct the sentence by giving the 

correct English word.  

Grade 2 When you teach a child in a language that is not his mother tongue, you have to 

change certain strategies. Instructions must be clear (explicit.) You will use more 

simple words instead of complex or difficult words.  

Grade 3 1. Never downplay the importance of the learners mother tongue. 

Learners must feel free to express themselves in class. Learners will read 

simple passages in English to develop their confidence in Language usage 

Grade 4 At the end of the day you have to assess the children at one level so if the child 

don’t understand the work he/she will not be successful and we don’t want that.  
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Grade 5 -Sensitive to me means; Teachers should choose appropriate material suitable for 

all learners. -Sensitive also being aware of the needs of all learners.  

Grade 6 By the term “sensitive” as used in the passage above I understand that teachers will 

take into consideration the different language groups and select teaching material n 

such a way so that all learners can participate and understand. No learner must feel 

excluded and must be able to participate. 

Grade 7 In order for learners to have a better understanding, I would have to explain all 

difficult words from either the worksheet or textbook. As far as learning 

material goes, selection purposes are taken on the grounds at which level the 

learners find themselves (in my case all textbooks are standard) and therefore we as 

teachers have to communicate in terms that the learners will understand. 

Principal  One would hope that educators would exercise caution when selecting learning 

material and using teaching methods which would not disadvantage any group 

of learners. The selection of the afore-mentioned material and teaching techniques 

applied, should take into account cultural background and religious beliefs to the 

extent that the learner does not feel uncomfortable or embarrassed about his/her 

mother tongue or be made to feel that this/her mother tongue is valued less than 

other languages. 

 

The Concise Oxford English Dictionary (COED) 11th Edition, defines sensitive as ‘having or 

showing a quick and delicate appreciation of the feelings of another’. In the context of the school 

language policy, ‘sensitive’ has political, psychological and educational overtones. Politically, 

the term aims to appreciate the democratic and constitutionally granted language rights of the 

learner, psychologically it aims to draw our attention to the uniqueness of the learner’s identity 

and self-esteem, and educationally the term suggests a sense of inclusion and tolerance. The 

overall impression therefore created by the inclusion of this term in the school’s language policy 

is that the school has learners’ language identity at the centre of the teaching-learning process. 

 

Three clear attitudes emerge from the data: intolerance, ambivalence, and affirmation. The 

attitude of intolerance can be inferred from comments such as,  
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‘I try not to let them use too much of their mother tongue but at times they cannot express 

their feelings’  

‘When learners mix English and Afrikaans, than I would simply correct the sentence by 

giving the correct English word’  

‘At the end of the day you have to assess the children at one level’.  

The learners’ language is thus under-valued and devalued. Research by Baker 1992 indicates that 

if a learner perceives the teachers to have a negative attitude towards his or her language, that 

this attitude is greatly detrimental to the language learning of the learner. However, there is a 

sense that the teachers perceive their actions to have a positive effect on the learners’ learning, in 

the sense that greater exposure to the target language will lead to greater proficiency later. With 

hindsight though, the barriers experienced by the learners at Socrates are predominantly 

language based and therefore the notion that learners should be immersed in the target language 

from as early as possible, (grade R or grade 1) is not practicable.  

 

The ambivalent attitude displayed by a group of teachers towards the term ‘sensitive’ in relation 

to implementing language policy in the classroom can be inferred from such comments as the 

following:  

‘You will use more simple words instead of complex or difficult words’  

‘Teachers should choose appropriate material suitable for all learners’  

‘I would have to explain all difficult words from either the worksheet or textbook’.  

At the outset their comments are positive but on closer inspection, they are far too cautious and 

tend to undervalue the learners’ language.  They are neutral (see Baker 1992) rather than decisive 

and passionate in their attitudes towards their learners’ language.  

 

The principal’s response is also curious in that it is primarily stated from a manager’s point of 

view. I expected the principal to be more aware and more critical of the school’s existing 

language policy. The tone is not prescriptive. It is clear, however, that the principal holds the 

teachers accountable for their actions and attitudes towards language learning and teaching.  I 

also found that there was no instrument in place to measure whether the teachers are applying the 

school’s language policy in a sensitive manner. 
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The last group, those teachers with a positive attitude and who affirm the learners’ home 

language, can be contrasted overtly with the rest of the staff. They are clearly advocates for 

mother tongue education. Their stance contradicts the comments from the foundation phase 

teachers as well as the ambivalence of the InterSen teachers. One possible reason for this positive 

approach to mother tongue in the grade 3 class is that Afrikaans is introduced as a subject (see 

Table 9); this educator is one of the few teachers with Afrikaans as the preferred mother tongue 

(see Table 10). The mother tongue is constantly emphasised. By teachers using their learners’ 

mother tongue, or even simply having a positive attitude towards it, learners are motivated and 

eager to learn. And it is possible to envisage these learners as having a positive sense of self-

worth (Baker 1992). The following positive words from the teachers resonate with the spirit 

implied by the term ‘sensitive’ in the school language policy:  

‘Never downplay the importance of the learners’ mother tongue. Learners must feel free 

to express themselves in class. Learners will read simple passages in English to develop 

their confidence in Language usage’  

‘No learner must feel excluded and must be able to participate.’  

 

Yet it remains unclear what the use of the word ‘sensitive’ will accomplish if the teachers do not 

have a shared understanding of it. The assumption that ‘sensitive’ will solve learners’ language 

problems and barriers is farfetched, simply because every teacher has his or her own 

interpretation of this concept. It is also clear that before the language policy of the school can be 

thoroughly dissected and rewritten; the terminology surrounding language acquisition and 

language learning must first be clearly understood by all teachers and parents at the school. 

Without this key process, an uninformed policy will once again be introduced at my school. The 

vagueness of ‘in terms the learner will understand’ adds to the confusion. Will these terms be 

explained in the learners’ mother tongue? Will code switching or code mixing or the vernacular 

be used to make concepts clear to the learner? It is assumed that the teacher will first explain the 

terms and learning concepts in a simpler form of the target language of learning and teaching; 

‘You will use more simple words instead of complex or difficult words’ (grade 2 teacher). 

Thereafter, the teacher will attempt code switching before finally using the vernacular to clarify 

and concretize the concepts for the learner. The Grade 2 teacher says it succinctly, “When you 
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teach a child in a language that is not his mother tongue, you have to change certain strategies. 

Instructions must be clear (explicit.)” This is because children tend to think in the language with 

which they are familiar, and they tend to use the language patterns of the familiar language when 

writing in the target language. Just as the school language policy is unique to the school, so too is 

every learner in the classroom unique to the learning-teaching situation. For this reason alone, 

teachers need to be sensitive when dealing with learners learning through a language that is not 

their first or even second language.  

 

The issue of language as a barrier to academic success is constantly given as a rationale by 

teachers for most learners’ poor academic performance. This has taken on an element of 

inevitability. Every year, the LoLT (English) is identified as the greatest barrier to the learners’ 

academic success. Yet since 2002 every start to the new academic school year has seen the 

existing language policy in place and at times even defended. In addition, and even more 

disturbingly, the scaffolding and maintenance structures at my school are not uniformly 

practiced. Thus in order for the learner to achieve the required language proficiency as hinted at 

in the school’s language policy, a diluted version of English home language has been 

implemented. This watered-down version, a mixture of home and first additional languages, does 

not lend itself to critical thinking. It is evident that the learners are most at ease when they are the 

generators of classroom discussion in the language they are most comfortable. Often this 

language is Kaaps Afrikaans. When the learners correct each other, highlight a concept, or 

endeavour to explain the work to a friend, this is done mostly through Kaaps Afrikaans (see oral 

evidence). It is therefore self-evident that the learners should be allowed to use the vernacular (be 

it Kaaps Afrikaans or English) alongside the standard variety of the language of learning and 

teaching to make sense of the teaching-learning process. There are numerous benefits to allowing 

the learner to use the vernacular; for example, the learner gains self-confidence and feels 

validated in the teaching-leaning interaction, and there is an overall improvement in participation 

across the curriculum by the learner. Finally, there is a sense of growing critical language 

awareness as the learner becomes aware of the differences between his or her own usage of the 

language and the standard variety of the language.  
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SUMMARY 

 

In summary, the issues arising from the data are the following.  

 

Firstly, the mismatch between home language and school language: when the learner starts 

school, it is expected that the learner has some basic proficiency in the LoLT. The learner, 

however, faces a double barrier to learning in that in most cases (55% of the student population) 

the LoLT is not the mother tongue of the learner, and where the LoLT is the mother tongue, it is 

not the standard variety of the language.  

 

Secondly, attitudinal factors from home and from school: learners come to school using a 

language that is educationally devalued and yet considered to form the core of their identity. This 

language forms the foundation of communication within the family and peer relations. However, 

there is a great aversion to using the standard form of the language as either LoLT or as a subject 

at school.  

 

Thirdly, the various interpretations of the school language policy invariably lead to various 

implementation strategies within the classroom setting. At Socrates, there is a general idea of 

what the goals of the language policy are, and how these can be achieved. However, because the 

policy is vague as to how these goals should be met, teachers have interpreted key concepts of 

the language policy based on their own language and literacy backgrounds. There is therefore not 

a unified interpretation of the school’s language policy at Socrates. 

 

Finally, taking all these issues into consideration, it is difficult to separate any of them out as 

more important than the others. I therefore come to this conclusion that as these issues are 

intimately interwoven they, together, form the crux of the problem at Socrates.  

 

In the concluding chapter, I briefly discuss the implications of the findings for Socrates, and 

possible areas for further study. 
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CHAPTER 5:  CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS  

 

At Socrates, as well as in South Africa, the growth of submersion language policies has added to 

the resultant drop in literacy levels. Although initial schooling in the home language is 

encouraged by the LiEP (DoE 1997), school governing bodies have a choice and can opt for a 

‘straight for English’ policy. Because English is regarded as the language of status, opportunity 

and education, the misperception often persists among parents that primary schools that offer 

‘straight for English’ will provide a better education for their children. The learners are suddenly 

faced with a different language variety to which they are accustomed. There is no gradual 

introduction to the target language, nor is the home language (if not English) given adequate 

space for continual development under the teacher’s guidance. The result is that the school is 

putting many learners at a disadvantage in the foundation phase where learning to read and the 

consolidation of the learning principles are of fundamental importance. This disadvantage has a 

cumulative effect that worsens as the learners “progress” through the education system, in that 

literacy levels in the IP and SP remain very low (see Howie et al 2006). 

 

The CEMIS records of Socrates indicate that the language of the home and community is 

predominantly Afrikaans; however, this is not “suiwer” or standard Afrikaans. At Socrates and at 

home, contrary to the stated language preference by the parents that English is the home 

language, the mixed Afrikaans and English code (Kaaps [Cape] Afrikaans) appears to be the 

dominant variety. The learners come to school having spent their formative years acquiring this 

language variety. When they enter school, they come up against the standardized forms of both 

English and Afrikaans. The learners’ non-standard English and Afrikaans immediately set them 

apart, and simply using their everyday language variety handicaps them when formal learning 

demands are placed upon them. Therefore, many children start school already at a disadvantage 

because of the lack of a primary standardised language at home (see Webb 2002:30 for the 

educational consequences experienced by learners from “coloured working class families”).  

 

In the remainder of this chapter, I discuss to what extent the data resonate with the aim of my 

research, which was to discover the nature of the relationship between the school’s language 
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policy and the literacy proficiency of learners at grade 7 level. In addition, and in support of this 

central aim, I also wanted to establish the role played by teachers’ language awareness of 

learners’ literacy proficiency, how the language policy of the school is interpreted by the 

teachers, and the role played by learners’ and teachers’ language attitudes in regard to the 

literacy levels at the school. I also discuss the implications of the findings, especially for further 

research opportunities. 

 

5.1 Conclusion  

 

This study, a case study grounded in the Interpretivist paradigm, is set within the broader 

framework of the qualitative research approach. The study, therefore, has certain limitations, one 

of which is the limited scope for generalisation. For this reason the implications will be spelled 

out mainly with regard to the school itself. It is possible to extrapolate these findings to schools 

with a similar language context, although this would have to be determined empirically. 

 

As stated above, the dissertation set out to discover the relationship between the school’s 

language policy and the literacy ability of learners at grade 7 level. In order to investigate this 

relationship, I used two key sub-questions to focus my research. I wanted to establish, firstly the 

role played by the language proficiency and language awareness of the teachers in the literacy 

proficiency and performance of the learners, and secondly, how teachers interpret the school’s 

language policy. A central issue that emerges from the data is the role played by the language 

attitudes of teachers and learners in the literacy proficiency of this grade group. 

 

I collected data primarily from two sources: the learners and the teachers. The learners’ daily 

activities provided me with opportunities for collecting my data. One of their written tasks 

performed in class served as data for this study. The oral data were collected in two ways: firstly, 

by direct engagement with the learners during their lessons; and secondly, by observing the 

learners’ interactions amongst each other as they made sense of the tasks. The data from the 

learners are contextualized through their engagement with written and oral language interaction 

in class. The written and oral data frame the learners’ language profile as Kaaps Afrikaans-
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dominant, which is in keeping with the language of the community. However, as the study 

unfolded, my research objectives broadened to include a focus on language awareness at the 

school, and the teachers’ role in implementing the school’s language policy.  

 

Broadly summarized, the findings show that there is a correlation between the language policy of 

Socrates and the literacy proficiency of learners at grade 7 level. The WCED’s systemic results 

of 2007 (gr 6 = 50%) suggest that only 50% of the learners in grade 7 (2008) will be achieving 

the literacy outcomes set out for their grade. As it stands, this is only a conjecture as the grade 7 

class groups do not form part of the WCED’s systemic assessment protocol. However, if one 

considers that the school’s language policy is framed in a subtractive approach with a straight-

for-target language model, the chances are that the learners’ language (including literacy) 

development will continue to suffer, as argued by Heugh (2005) and Cummins (1996) in 

different contexts.  

  

The data from the grade 7’s written work also clearly reflects the continued language shift taking 

place in ‘coloured’ communities (see Alexander 2000). The learners report that while they speak 

Kaaps Afrikaans to the older members of their families, they are inclined to speak English to 

their younger cousins. Within this community, therefore, English is growing in stature and 

prestige, socially and economically. What my investigation also crystallized was the overtly 

negative language attitudes towards Afrikaans (both as subject and as language of learning and 

teaching) that exist at the school among the learners. I argue that the learners’ attitude stems 

from the parental attitude towards Afrikaans, as it is the parent who insists that the child’s 

language is English when he or she is enrolled at school. Learners tend to expect to have even 

their Afrikaans lessons explained to them in English. Despite this, the learners predominantly use 

Afrikaans, albeit the non-standard variety, to make sense of, and explain the curriculum to each 

other – for example, using Kaaps Afrikaans to explain concepts to each other that were taught in 

English, or answering in Kaaps Afrikaans when questions are posed in English. The written data 

collected from the learners show that they are conscious of language usage in the home, but this 

is at a superficial level because with one or two exceptions they have not yet attached any 

awareness of power to language.  
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The data collected from the teachers centred on the teachers’ language profile, their knowledge 

of the school’s language policy and key concepts therein, their engagement with Afrikaans, their 

own attitude towards the learners’ language profile, and finally the lack of reading instruction in 

the InterSen phase. Underlining this data is the teachers’ language competence as determined by 

their language endorsement qualifications. For example, a teacher might score a big ‘E’ (capital 

E), and a small ‘a’ (lower case a) to indicate their proficiency and competence in the English and 

Afrikaans languages. A capital letter endorsement indicates that the teacher is able to understand, 

communicate and teach the language at a mother tongue language level, while a lower case letter 

indicates the teacher is able to understand, communicate and teach this language at a first 

additional language level. At Socrates, many of the teachers indicated that they are qualified to 

teach English and Afrikaans at a mother tongue language level, yet these skills are not used 

maximally to enhance the teaching learning process.  

 

During the data gathering phase of my study, the staff complement at Socrates remained stable, 

which meant that the teachers’ language profile remained unchanged. The pro-English ethos 

therefore also remained unchanged: staff meetings, daily and weekly assemblies, and notices to 

parents continued in English. As a result, any engagement with Afrikaans was minimal and 

limited to the Afrikaans lessons. There has since, however, been a shift in consciousness 

amongst the teachers concerning Afrikaans in that they are advocating having Afrikaans 

introduced as a language of learning and teaching from grade 1 as soon as possible. As yet, 

however, the pro-English ethos still dominates all aspects of school communications with 

parents, learners and teachers.  

 

One focus area of my study was how the teachers interpreted the school language policy, in 

particular the key aspect of sensitivity towards the learners’ home language. The school’s 

language policy states that teachers should be sensitive to the learners’ needs if the home 

language differs from the LoLT. I conclude from my data that although there is a visible shift 

taking place towards English, especially with regard to the younger members of families, Kaaps 

Afrikaans remains the dominant language variety in the community. Secondly, the teachers do 
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not interpret the concept of sensitivity in the same way. This is evident in how and when the 

teachers use Afrikaans during their lessons.  

 

Teachers use various methods to make the curriculum more meaningful to learners. These 

include code switching, translating, and the use of peer interpreters. Notwithstanding these best 

attempts, two issues of concern emerge from the data. Firstly, teachers are not as knowledgeable 

as they should be about language pedagogy: the theories concerning the learning and teaching of 

language subjects at different levels, i.e. Home Language and First Additional Language. 

Secondly, because of this lack of knowledge, teachers often misdiagnose the learners’ learning 

difficulties and barriers, and end up making a faulty judgment on the learning readiness of the 

learner. Mostly the lack of language proficiency in the target language is given as the cause of 

the learners’ difficulty in adjusting to formal schooling. Teachers report that the problems faced 

by Socrates stem from the mismatch between the home language and the LoLT, when in 

actuality; the problem is much more complex. Because there is no clear policy on language 

pedagogy or which literacy approaches to follow, the teachers at Socrates understand the 

learners’ academic barriers only in the current context of the mismatch between LoLT and home 

language.  

 

Teachers disapprove when learners use a language other than English in class. This disapproval 

is not overt and the teachers do no prohibit learners from using their mother tongue(s). However, 

the use of the mother tongue as a learning tool is not completely embraced by the school. This 

then reinforces the central barrier faced by many learners in the InterSen phase: that of a lack of 

reading comprehension exacerbated by the teachers’ inability to teach reading.  An unforeseen 

outcome of the study was the emergence of the teachers’ lack of knowledge of language 

pedagogy and literacy approaches in implementing a language policy based on a language of 

wider communication (English), which is not the mother tongue or home language of the 

majority of the learners at school, nor of the community.  

 

All these barriers find their origin in how the teachers engage with the school’s language policy. 

From the lack of annual reflection on its language policy, to the lack of an in-depth knowledge of 
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its implications for the learners’ success or failure, I conclude that teachers do not pay much 

attention to the school’s language policy, other than to know that the medium of instruction is 

English. I now address the implications of my research for the school, for the teachers, and for 

further research, respectively.  

 

5.2 Implications for the school 

 

Flanagan (1980) writes that the school’s identity is intricately woven into the identity, culture 

and language of the community it serves. It is through language that we are able to express our 

communal cultural values, as well as our personal and or group views, beliefs and attitudes. In 

other words, through language we position ourselves culturally, emotionally and physically in 

our communities, be it at school or at home. At Socrates, many of the learners identify with 

Kaaps Afrikaans (the communal language) either as a home language, or as the language spoken 

by the extended family (aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandparents). There are, however, feelings 

of ambiguity attached to speaking Kaaps Afrikaans. Kaaps Afrikaans is considered a ‘kombuis 

taal’, an inferior language compared to standard Afrikaans taught at school. However, from the 

data, I detected a greater assertiveness from the learners concerning Kaaps Afrikaans (as a 

marker of personal and social identity) into the classroom discourse, and a distinct distancing 

from standard Afrikaans (as a LoLT as well as a subject) as taught at school. Using Kaaps 

Afrikaans in the classroom, therefore, signifies the learners’ identity, consciousness and reality 

(Stone 2002).  

 

It is for this reason that the school’s language and the language of the community should be 

viewed as being complementary. At Socrates, the overtly pro-English ethos contradicts the 

Kaaps Afrikaans practice of the immediate school community. Provided there is an active and 

vibrant maintenance policy that enhances and validates learners’ home language(s), this 

contradiction need not be a barrier to academic and cognitive growth. The school can start by 

making all school notices to parents available in Afrikaans and English, as well as isiXhosa for 

the growing number of isiXhosa-speaking parents. Raising awareness amongst the parents 

should be the first step in validating Afrikaans as a language of learning and teaching. The 
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implementation of Afrikaans as a LoLT could be phased in from the inception. The teaching 

staff, because of their position of power and greater knowledge of current language issues, is in a 

position to convince parents, without disregarding the latter’s right to choose their child’s LoLT, 

that the home language is the language the learner knows best when starting school and that it is 

the foundation upon which other languages can be learnt. Parents need to be made aware of the 

scientific basis for the overwhelming benefits associated with mother tongue education, 

especially for the first six to eight years of schooling.   

 

It is clear that language continues to play a vital role in the reconstruction of a democratic South 

Africa; and as long as learners’ home languages are not validated in learning and teaching, the 

aims of democracy will not be met.  The school, therefore, has a responsibility to ensure that all 

learners achieve a high level of language proficiency in the home language and in the additional 

languages. The school should, therefore, consider the following models for its language policy as 

suggested by Target 1 of the WCED’s Language Transformation Plan 2007:  

• The mother tongue as LoLT approach, based on its cognitive and psychological benefits 

for academic success, enjoys the most support. The ideal, however, is a mother tongue-

based bilingual education approach wherein the learner’s mother tongue is used as a 

LoLT, and an additional language is gradually introduced to the curriculum until the 

learner has gained adequate CALP skills in it, for it to function as a LoLT, on an equal 

basis as the mother tongue.  

• Within a well implemented and maintained plan, a dual-medium or parallel-medium 

approach may also ensure the necessary literacy proficiency required at grade 7 level.  

 

The growing number of isiXhosa-speaking learners should also not be marginalized, as is the 

case at present. IsiXhosa, as an additional language, could be introduced as a subject in the 

curriculum. The ideal, however, would be in accordance with Target 1 of the WCED (2007), 

which states that where practicable the mother tongue should be used as LoLT until the end of 

grade 6. While this is not practicable at Socrates at present, a plan can nevertheless be devised 

whereby Afrikaans and isiXhosa are taught as subjects at home language level, for the duration 

of primary schooling. In this way, both Afrikaans- and isiXhosa-speaking learners will feel 
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included as part of the school community, as their languages would now be validated by the 

timetable. The isiXhosa-speaking teacher on the staff could also be utilized more proactively in 

that she could facilitate an isiXhosa communicative competence programme at school, aimed at 

teachers. This strategy will also be in line with Target 2 of the WCED (2007), which targets the 

learners, but the teachers can also benefit from such a strategy as this would enhance the 

classroom relationship between teacher and learner. In addition, learning isiXhosa, will ensure a 

smoother transition from home to school for many learners, as the teacher can now address the 

learner directly without the assistance of a peer to translate (see Ch, 4, Table 9) to facilitate the 

learning and teaching process. For this reason, a vigorous language awareness campaign is 

recommended before the school decides to change its language policy.  

 

5.3  Implications for the teachers  

 

Ideally, teachers need to be proficient in all the languages offered by the school, i.e. Afrikaans, 

English and isiXhosa. The teachers should, as a minimum, at least be communicatively proficient 

in all three official languages of the Western Cape.  That is, they need to have an understanding 

of the languages at home, as well as at an additional language level. The teachers’ language 

endorsements should serve as a guide to their language profile and proficiency. In principle, the 

teachers should be able to teach in their language endorsements for which they qualify. An 

extended goal of the WCED should be that all teachers acquire language endorsements in the 

three official languages of the province. For example, a teacher may qualify to teach two 

languages at HL level, and a third language at FAL or SAL level. An added advantage would be 

the enhanced competence of the teachers in understanding the nature and causes of language 

barriers, and this will eliminate the misdiagnosis of barriers as perceived by the teachers.  

 

A better understanding of how learners acquire literacy and language would also change the 

teachers’ attitude towards the language(s) the learner brings to school. An in-service training 

course on critical language awareness might help teachers understand how learners acquire 

literacy and language. The teachers’ attitude towards the learners’ language is shown to be a 

factor in how well the learner does at school. When the teacher’s attitude is positive and the 
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learner perceives it as such, the learner shows greater motivation to learn and achieve. 

Conversely, however, if the teacher’s attitude is perceived to be negative, this has a detrimental 

effect on the learners’ success at school. Teachers should therefore constantly reflect critically on 

their own language attitudes, practices as well as on the school’s language policy.  This 

reflection could also be formalised as part of whole-school evaluation at the end of every school 

year when the staff and governing body reflect and plan for the next year. This mechanism 

would ensure that the school’s language policy, and/or the teachers’ language profile do not 

become barriers to the academic success of the learners at Socrates.  

  

5.4  Implications for further research     

 

The following implications for action and further research flow from the study.  

 

Firstly, a thorough language audit of the school community should be undertaken so that a 

comprehensive language profile can be drawn up. I would define the school community as all 

individuals who interact with the school on a regular basis. This would include the teachers, 

parents and learners as the inner circle of this community. The outer circle would be all the 

service providers, such as the WCED, booksellers, and NGO’s. Included in this group would be 

the community poets, musicians and community leaders. An in-depth audit of the teachers’ 

language profile would ensure that any incompatibility between the school and the community’s 

language profiles are identified and addressed. Without such an audit, it is possible that a policy 

based on a language in high demand, and not necessarily on what is most beneficial to the 

learners, will be implemented.  

 

Arising out of the finding that InterSen teachers often complain that they are unable to, or not 

skilled in teaching learners how to read, the teaching of reading is another area that lends itself to 

further investigation. A comprehensive in-service programme to address these teachers’ concerns 

should therefore be a key area not only for the school but also for the WCED to invest in.  

Initially, the foundation phase teachers at the school can facilitate this programme. Thereafter, 

the WCED should be responsible to add greater legitimacy to the programme by ensuring that 
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the strategies of the Foundations for Learning Campaign (RSA Government Gazette 2008) with 

its key focus on the reading competency of the learners are implemented at every school.  

 

The teaching strategy of using code-switching and code-mixing to scaffold the teaching-learning 

process is another area that needs attention. For example, under what conditions are code-

switching and -mixing a desirable teaching-learning tool, especially in the InterSen phase?    

 

Finally, there is a need for more research into the teaching of English, particularly in the current 

climate of language shift taking place within the communities on the Cape Flats. A recent article 

in an Afrikaans-language Western Cape daily opines that very soon Afrikaans as a medium of 

instruction will be dead, moved aside by the growing need for a unifying language (English) in 

light of the latter’s global dominance as a language of social and economic mobility (Lötter 

2009).  There is also a need for greater research on language attitudes and how these affect the 

teaching and learning of the mother tongue, in particular. As Young (1999 in Heugh 2000) has 

written, without the buy-in from the teachers, the school’s language policy will be doomed to 

failure. Teachers therefore need to be knowledgeable about the educational theories driving the 

different LoLT models; hence the need for critically reflective language practitioners at our 

schools.  

 

A final thought: 

Academic success begins with the validation of the mother tongue at home; it is the time spent 

reading (and possibly writing) before the learner starts formal schooling. Early childhood literacy 

therefore has a central role to play in determining how successful a learner will be at school. 

With a strong foundation in the mother tongue, the following are possible: authenticating the oral 

experiences the learner brings to the formal learning environment; making explicit the language 

skills of the target language; and importantly, allowing the learner’s voice to enter the classroom 

discussion as an active and cognitively-able participant. But, it is only after the negative 

perception of the mother tongue and the status of vernacular varieties are recognized as 

important stepping stones in the development of the learner’s cognitive ability that in-roads will 

be made into sustainable mother tongue classrooms. Finally, the global hegemony of English 
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continues to create the impression that knowledge is constructed through English only, and by 

the English-dominant world. The predilection for especially American music, literature, culture 

and television from our learners, keeps our South African produced literature and culture in 

abeyance. We need grassroots-level awareness campaigns steered by our local communities and 

schools wherein local writers, poets, and musicians are celebrated. In this campaign, schools can 

host these mini-arts festivals and become hubs of local cultures and languages.    
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APPENDIX A 

LANGUAGE TRANSFORMATION PLAN: 

(NAME OF SCHOOL) 

QUESTIONNAIRE TO INFORM A SCHOOL LANGUAGE POLICY 

Educator language profile 

1 What language(s) do you speak and understand? 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

2 What language(s) do you consider your primary language(s)? 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

3 What language(s) do you use for thinking and reasoning? Explain if necessary 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

4 What media do you engage with most? 

Books, television, radio, magazines, newspapers, education texts, (other?) 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

School context 

1 Have you read the school’s language policy of 2002? ________________ 

2 What language(s) do you use for teaching 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

3 What language(s) do you use for social interaction with the learners? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

4 What language(s) do you use predominantly with parents? 

      ___________________________________________________________________________   

5 In what language(s) do parents communicate with you? 

Spoken:  ________________________________________ 

Written:   _______________________________________ 

6 Do you have knowledge of the following concepts? 

Mother tongue education  _________________ 

Additive bilingualism  _________________ 
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Dual medium approach  _________________ 

Parallel medium approach  _________________ 

Straight-for-English approach _________________ 

Critical language awareness _________________ 

Reflexive classrooms  _________________ 

7 Do you think that the school language policy should change?  ____________ 

8 If yes, who should be the role-players involved in this process, and why? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

THANK YOU FOR YOUR PARTICIPATION 

      TA DA ROCHA 
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APPENDIX B 

05.03.2008 

Good morning teachers 

 

Can you supply me with the following information relating to our discussion about the SCHOOL 

LANGUAGE POLICY. 

How do you implement the policy in your classroom with regards to: 

1 English 

2 Afrikaans 

3 Xhosa (optional) 

Educator  

Grade R 

 

Educator 

Grade 1 

 

Educator 

Grade 1 

 

Educator 

Grade 2 

 

Educator 

Grade 2 

 

Educator 

Grade 3 

 

Educator 

Grade 3 

 

Educator 

Grade 4 

 

Educator 

Grade 4 

 

Educator  

Grade 5 
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Educator 

Grade 5 

 

Thank you 

TA da ROCHA 
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APPENDIX C 

Topic: From policy to practice: My school’s language policy and its effects on academic 

success. 

 

Thank you for participating in my research. 

 

From the quote below, how do you understand the term, ‘sensitive’? 

2.6 Given the fact that the majority of learners are not being taught in their 

mother tongue, teachers will strive to be sensitive in their choices of learning 

material and teaching methods used and progressively lead all learners to reaching 

the required language proficiency (School’s name 2002, School Language Policy) 

 

Respondent:  ____________________________________ 

Grade:  ____________ 

Date:  ______________ 

Response: 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Again, thank you for taking the time to assist me with my research. 

 

TA da ROCHA 

Masters of Education Research 

05v2008 
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APPENDIX D 

FREE WRITING 

NAME: __________________     DATE: (26.02.2008) 

 

MY LANGUAGE 

HOW DO I USE LANGUAGE? 

 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n






