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Different languages spoken of which 11 have been 

granted official status in terms of section 6 of the 
Constitution (Act No.108 of 1996) 

 11 official languages (isiNdebele, isiXhosa, isiZulu 
and siSwati (referred to as the Nguni language 
group); Sesotho, Sepedi and Setswana (referred to as 
the Sotho language group); Tshivenda, Xitsonga, 
English and Afrikaans) 

Number 12  is sign language 

 SA  - a Multilingual country 

South African context 



 
 Several indigenous languages are spoken across 

provincial borders; shared by speech communities 
from different provinces 

We hardly have schools or universities that are 80 to 
100 percent homogeneous with respect to language 

Context 



 
 Section 29(2) of the Constitution allows learners the 

right to receive education in the language of their 
choice, “where this is reasonably practicable” 

 It is thought that this right is an important 
recognition of equality and diversity 

 – Where are we?  

 - Of the 11 official languages, Which language 
dominates the socio-economic and political domains 
of our society? English and Afrikaans????????  

 - What are the challenges? 

 Preaching versus Practice 

Wither are we in post-apartheid 
South Africa? 



 

What have we not addressed? The core  
 

• We should first clarify the core but 
then from which perspective are we 

to define the core? 

Do we have one South African 
Child or many South African 

Children? 

• If this child is plural then what does it 
mean to be a South African within this plural 

or many? 

In most African cultures, the child is raised 
by a community. Thus, mother tongue/home 

language is a complex phenomenon as it 
becomes a community language embedded 

in engagements 

. 

Who is a South 
African Child? 
 



 
 Is there a shared understanding of a SA Child? 

 Our SA Curriculum states Critical outcomes but those do 
not necessarily define a SA Child. They are outputs. As 
stated, they do not consider who that Child is.  

 Thus, if there is no shared understanding of a SA child, 
how would we appropriately/adequately/relevantly 
cater for his/her needs? 

 How do we start sharing the kinds of services that we 
should offer this SA child? 

 Maybe, we have started addressing a wrong question: 
How do we raise this SA Child? 

South African (SA) Child 



 
Could it be that a composite SA Child is that who 

could speak all SA Languages? 

 If that is the case, would a SA Teacher be able to 
facilitate learning using all the SA Languages 

 #learn sepitori (language mostly used around 
Pretoria)  

(a research by Mr Letsoalo NE titled “The Youth version 
of the popular multilingual register in Pretoria: 
#Learnsepitori” 

Maybe we should be talking about developing a 
South African Language that takes care of all the 
Languages that are there  

In the context of Language 



 
RJO: 

 “The challenge is whose language and how would 
one deal with the diversity of African languages (at 
schools) at the university? Do we have Maths, 
Science and Technology textbooks written in African 
languages that are currently been used at schools or 
at university level? If not, how long will it take to 
develop such learning materials? 

However, research and current trend has shown that 
one can use indigenous knowledge to teach Maths, 
Science and indigenous technology.” 

 

Some thoughts 



 
SK:  

 “a learner should have a choice to study in a language that s(he) 
prefers. We, however, have a responsibility to ensure that the 
learners with their parents make an informed choice about their 
language of instruction. SA has 11 official languages which are not 
equally developed. 

 Challenges for free language choice are: How well developed is the 
language to engage MST students in the academic discourse? If a 
student does a qualification entirely in an indigenous language, 
does the qualification restrict her/his access within the job market?  

 In a multilingual country … should we be restricting teachers and 
learners to one language of teaching and learning?  

 Teaching in a particular language as a medium of instruction is 
different from the curriculum in that language.  

 In SA, curricula have not been developed to embrace ethnic 
languages”.  

Some thoughts 



 
SK  

“Another aspect will be the training of teachers both in-
service and pre-service teachers.  

 our government lacks the will and commitment to 
place all languages on an equal footing. The 
language discourse is just political rhetoric as more 
than 20 years into our democracy, English and 
Afrikaans are still the dominant language used for 
assessment - check the grade 12 question papers”.    

Some thoughts 



  
KM 

  ‘Teaching is not simplistic. We don't sugar-coat it and claim 
success.  

 How do we define mother tongue if many of us speak Sepedi at 
home, as an example, but are not good in Sepedi.  

 Spoken language evolves. …. we cannot say the same with 
language of a discipline.  

 … any discipline comes with its language and its structure. So 
whatever language is used for teaching a discipline, if it is 
developed well enough to communicate the language and 
structure of a discipline, then it should be used for teaching that 
discipline.  

 It should be noted that there are instances where a person can 
communicate in English, but are not sensitive to the language 
use in a discipline, then such a person should not teach that 
discipline. Similarly is the case with a person speaking any 
language”. 
 

Some thoughts 



 
KM  

 “Maybe the problem of teaching and learning any 
discipline has little to do with spoken 'language'.  

Can it be that the majority of those of us teaching 
school subjects do not recognize them as part of a 
discipline that has meaning that is highly embedded 
in its language and structure?  

Sugar-coating this is not going to make teaching a 
success but may lead to a doomsday”. 

 

All said is applicable to all phases of schooling. 

 

Some thoughts 



 
 

 

 

Key challenges centre around 

Teachers & 

Learners (Language 
Policy) 

1. Who is a South 
African Child? 

2. How do we raise 
this child? 

Language 
development 

(11 official 
languages) 

Curriculum 
development 

(Different Phases 
subject areas -
Foundation; 

Intermediate; 
Senior & FET; 

HEI) 

Teacher 
education 

(Multilingual 
teachers:  pre-
service & In-

service) 

Implementatio
n in Schools 

(multilingualis
m) 



 

Language Development 

isiNdebele 

siSwati 

Setswana 

Sesotho 

Xitsonga 
 



 
 (SA) National Development Plan, 2030, page 304 

states that “Learners’ home language should be used 
as a medium of instruction for longer and English 
introduced much earlier in the foundation phase. 
Training and effective support materials should be 
available for teachers and learners to facilitate the 
transition to English as the language of learning and 
teaching” 

 
 

Language development (11 official 
languages) 

 



 
TM:  

 “… another dimension to the whole issue, could 
emanate from the question: for what?  

 In short, there is nothing impossible but it depends 
on the purpose. If the purpose is not clear, the whole 
exercise may not work.  

 For example, if the purpose is to promote African 
languages, that may be appropriate at that level but 
for communication with other nations, international 
presence and commercial appropriateness may be a 
challenge.” 

 

Some thoughts 



 
 Each discipline’s curriculum developed in each 

language???????????? 

Curriculum development  



 KJM: 
 “We should first teach mathematics as a language. Get that 

right and then it doesn't matter whether that is in 
isiZulu/Sepedi/Xitsonga. We can take mother tongue 
instruction and still approach mathematics as if it is not a 
language and therefore encounter the same problems we are 
trying to resolve. Any mathematical statement is a 
communication of something. But even more important, 
mathematics is a way of encountering, experiencing, and 
representing the world quantitatively using numbers and 
symbols.  

 Again, the quality of teaching African languages should also be 
considered. There must be commitment beyond the 
confinements of classroom and lecture rooms that African 
Languages are being taken seriously.  So the question is much 
bigger than just using the language as a medium of 
instruction.”  
 

Some thoughts 



 
 We should be strengthening the language of each 

discipline (MST) 

 We cannot invest in one teacher. If we could train a group 
of teachers in a school, we can go somewhere. (This is 
different from community of practice as researched 
currently (practitioners coming from different schools))  

 One teacher in one class for a particular one discipline is a 
failure in itself. Team teaching might be one solution -
many teachers at the  same school, teaching same class 
same discipline (MST) could complement each other 

 Code switching is allowed but we should be sensitive of 
what it means and how likely it could be interpreted 

Concluding thoughts for MST teaching 
and learning  


