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ABSTRACT The objective of this paper was to establish the impact of language of learning and teaching in
selected South African primary schools and determine  how learners learn in the language they do not speak at
home. This research was underpinned by critical discourse analysis. Language policies can be better understood by
looking at the social issues of the community as well as the language and type of texts used. Qualitative research was
chosen as a relevant research instrument for this paper to gather information. During data analysis the data was
organised categorically and coded and the responses were correlated with the prominent and emerging views
identified in the literature survey. The findings of this research revealed that African learners are taught in second
or third languages while white learners are taught in their home languages.

INTRODUCTION

Critics of South African education policies
condemned the National Department of Educa-
tion for a curriculum to be irrelevant and uninter-
esting for most South African learners. Before
1994 the education system in South Africa con-
tradicted world trends by deliberately choosing
to serve the education needs of only a section
of the South African population. The birth of
democracy in 1994 led to the establishment of a
new dispensation and a concomitant need for
the democratisation of the education system.
The apartheid education system disadvantaged
the majority of South Africans especially the
black communities. A new democracy demand-
ed change in many spheres of life in South Afri-
ca especially in education.

The Department of Education has taken a
transformative approach to outcome-based ed-
ucation with emphasis on critical outcomes. Crit-
ical outcomes are broad educational goals or a
set of skills, attitudes and knowledge that all
learners should demonstrate after being exposed
to learning and teaching. Curriculum 2005 was
also informed by the objectives of the South
African Qualifications Authority Act , 1995 (Act
58 of 1995) (RSA 1995) which were to create an
integrated national framework for learning

achievements , to enhance the quality of educa-
tion and training , to accelerate the redress of
the past unfair discrimination, training and em-
ployment opportunities and thereby contribute
to the full personal development of each learner
and the social and economic development of
the nation at large. The government was actual-
ly trying to come up with a new education sys-
tem which would cater for all its citizens regard-
less of race, culture, gender, creed or religion.

Based on research, management can make
intelligent and informed decisions (Moorty
2013). It is for that reason that, this paper is
necessary for education policy makers in realis-
ing how teaching and learning is affected by
the various education policies such as Language
in Education Policy. Policy makers and decision-
making bodies may find the findings of this pa-
per useful in shaping the education system in
future.  Language in education policy can have
a negative impact on teaching and learning if
not appropriately implemented. On the other
hand, language in education policy can also
have an effect on teaching and learning, espe-
cially when learners are taught in a language
they do not understand. Thus, the teachers’
knowledge and understanding of Language Is-
sues in Education Policy (LiEP) need to be in-
vestigated in order to identify problems teach-
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ers and learners might be experiencing in terms
of the Language of Learning and Teaching
(LoLT), also known as language of instruction.
The paper has the potential to highlight teach-
ers’ opinions, ideas and recommendations in
current debates about challenges of interpret-
ing and implementing the various education
policies on teaching and learning.

Drotor (2012) states that in order to be sig-
nificant, the research needs to exceed the thresh-
old of current scientific work in a specific area. A
research study updates previous researches and
its development. The significance of the paper
should discuss the importance of the proposed
research and its relevance. The investigation
might be relevant for theory, practice and future
research. The research paper can enhance the
critical and analytical thinking of students, since
in most of the institutions small research stud-
ies are an essential component of the syllabus.

Objectives

The objective of the empirical establishment
was to share the research findings with all stake
holders in education. The other objectives of
this paper were to establish the impact of lan-
guage of learning and teaching in selected South
African primary schools and determine  how
learners learn in the language they do not speak
at home.

Theoretical Frameworks

This paper was underpinned by critical dis-
course analysis (CDA). According to Van Dijk
(2014), critical discourse analysis is primarily in-
terested in and motivated by the endeavour to
understand pressing social issues. Wodak (2012)
argues that critical discourse analysis empha-
sises the need for interdisciplinary work in order
to gain a proper understanding of how language
functions in constituting and transmitting
knowledge in organising social institutions.
Rogers et al. (2013) state that critical theories are
generally concerned with issues of power and
justice and the ways that the economy, race,
class, gender, religion, education, and sexual
orientation construct, reproduce or transform
social systems. The framework of analysis in-
cludes analysis of texts, interactions and social
practices at the local, institutional and societal
levels. Critical discourse analysis deals with long

term analysis of fundamental causes and conse-
quences of issues. Therefore, it requires an ac-
count of detailed relationships between text, talk,
society and culture. Language policies can be
better understood by looking at the social is-
sues of the community as well as the language
and type of texts used.

McGregor (2011) argues that critical dis-
course analysis challenges us to move from see-
ing language as abstract to seeing our words as
having meaning in a particular historical, social
and political condition. Hence critical discourse
analysis studies real, and often extended, in-
stances of social interaction which take place
particularly in linguistic form (Blommaert and
Bulcaen 2012).

Critical discourse analysis is primarily posi-
tioned in the environment of language and its
successes can be measured with a measuring
rod of the study of languages. Language can be
used to represent speakers’ beliefs, positions
and ideas in terms of spoken texts such as con-
versations. Written or oral messages convey
meanings if we analyse the underlying meaning
of the words. Analysis of underlying meanings
can assist in interpreting issues, conditions and
events in which teachers and learners find them-
selves. Using words can direct/assist those in
control of the education system. Critical dis-
course analysis can make a significant and spe-
cific contribution to critical social or political
analyses only if it is able to provide an account
of the role of language, language use, discourse
or communicative events in the production of
dominance and inequality (Van Dijk 2014; McGre-
gor 2011). The focus of  theory and practice of
critical discourse analysis is on structures of texts
and talk. Critical discourse analysis tries to deter-
mine the relationship between the actual text and
the processes involved in listening, speaking,
reading and writing. Thus, this provides skills in
critically analysing written text, that is, the way
we write and what we say. McGregor (2011) ar-
gues that given the power of the written and
spoken word, critical discourse analysis is nec-
essary for describing, interpreting, analysing and
critiquing social life reflected in text. Teachers
and learners’ understanding of the language of
learning and teaching is imperative.

According to Fairclough (2014), language is
a material form of ideology, and language is in-
vested by ideology. Luke (2011) argues that crit-
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ical discourse analysis shares with sociolinguis-
tics and ethnomethodology the assumption that
language should be studied in a social context.
Discourse is a complex of three elements, name-
ly, social practice, discoursal practice (text pro-
duction, distribution and consumption), and text,
and analysis of a specific discourse calls for
analysis in each of these dimensions and their
interrelations (Fairclough 2014). Critical dis-
course analysis of written and spoken texts op-
erates in two ways, namely, critically and con-
structively.  Texts are located in key social insti-
tutions, that is, families, schools, churches, work
places, mass media or government. Human sub-
jects use texts to make sense of their world and
to construct social actions and relations in the
labour of everyday life while at the same time,
texts position and construct individuals, mak-
ing available various meanings, ideas and ver-
sions of the world (Luke 2011). In face-to-face
events in classrooms, discourse often unfolds
in an uneven, contested, and unpredictable so-
cial configurations.

In order to guide this research, the problem
statement is formulated in a form of a question.
According to Andrews (2012), the research ques-
tions must have the potential for being answered
in the project or research study to be undertak-
en. The main research question for this research
is as follows:

How knowledgeable are teachers and learn-
ers in terms of the Language of Learning
and  Teaching (LoLT)?

METHODOLOGY

When exercising a choice with regard to
method, researchers often have to decide be-
tween qualitative and quantitative methods or a
combination of both. Qualitative research is cho-
sen as a relevant research instrument for this
study, as it will enable the researcher to explore
and describe the observed phenomenon as un-
derstood by the participants from their own
frame of reference (Bogdan and Biklen 2006).
Yin (2009) argues that qualitative research ap-
proach investigates typical human phenomenon
and tries to understand such human behaviour
against natural contexts. The qualitative re-
search process is more holistic and emergent
with specific focus design, measurement instru-
ment (for example, interviews) and interpreta-
tions developing and possibly changing along

the way of investigation (Leedy and Ormrod
2005). Ethnographers assume interactive social
roles whereby they record observation and in-
terviews with participants in a range of contexts
(McMillan and Schumacher 2011). For these rea-
sons the researcher enters the research field with
an open mind and acknowledges that the pic-
ture will be constructed as data is collected and
examined.

The most appropriate way to understand
why individuals behave in a specific manner is
to be closely involved in their social interac-
tions. According to Marshall and Rossman
(2010), qualitative research approach permits this
to happen because the researcher is able to re-
construct the lived experiences of the subjects.
Such results are not arrived at through statisti-
cal procedures, but through the understanding
of quality human behaviour (De Vos 2013). Leedy
(2014) indicates that the research methodology
to be adopted for a particular problem must al-
ways recognise the nature of the data that will
be amassed in the resolution of the problem.
This means that the nature of the problem is the
determinant of the research method to be em-
ployed, and not the other way round.

According to McMillan and Schumacher
(2011), qualitative research uses small samples
of people nested in their context and studied in
depth. Hoberg (2012) states that generally in
qualitative research a small distinct group of
participants will be investigated to enable the
researcher to understand the problem in depth.
To this effect, Neuman (2013) maintains that since
the researchers are privileged to access intimate
information from subjects, they therefore have a
moral obligation to uphold confidential informa-
tion, which may include disguising members’
names or their places in the field notes.  In this
study a meeting with the principals of the se-
lected schools was held, they were requested to
arrange staff meetings in their schools and to
invite the researcher to explain the purpose and
benefits of the research. Thus, the researcher
informed the participants about the purpose of
the research.

This deliberate selection which Patton (2013)
refers to as purposeful sampling, is a process of
selecting information rich cases for study-in-
depth of the topic under investigation. In this
study the participants are seen as individuals
who “possess special knowledge, status or com-
munication skills” and who are willing to share
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this with the interviewer (Le Compte and Pre-
issle 2011).  As the researcher was familiar with
the officials of the Department of Education, prin-
cipals of schools, HODs and teachers, it was
unnecessary to make use of a gate-keeper. The
focus groups included Grade 4 and 6 teachers
and learners. These key-informants were select-
ed based on the researcher’s knowledge of the
selected district. Schools selected were situated
in different areas namely, informal settlement,
township, farm and urban areas.

The researcher secured permission from the
Gauteng Department of Education as well as the
schools concerned. Focus group interviews build
on the notion that the group interaction encour-
ages respondents to explore and clarify individ-
ual and shared perspectives (Tong et al. 2014).
They depend on dynamic interaction to provide
the information sought (McLafferty 2013). Stry-
dom (2012) states that focus groups draw on
three of the fundamental strengths, namely, ex-
ploratory and discovery, context and depth in-
terpretation.  When participants are stimulated
to discuss, the group dynamics can generate
new thinking about the topic which will result in
a much more in-depth discussion. It provides
rich data through direct interaction between re-
searcher and participants. People are able to build
on others’ responses and come up with ideas
they might not have thought of in a one on one
interview. They are very cost effective in terms
of gathering primary data and are very much
time efficient. However, it is sometimes difficult
to have the participants share their real feelings
towards some sensitive topics publicly, this can
in turn influence the output data.

Data Analysis

In this paper, throughout the data analysis
process the data was coded using as many cat-
egories as possible. The purpose was to identi-
fy and describe patterns and themes from the
perspective of the participants and an attempt
be made to understand and explain these pat-
terns and themes. During data analysis the data
was organised categorically and coded and the
responses were correlated with the prominent
and emerging views identified in the literature
survey. This process involves grouping of in-
formation, coding information of similar kind and
genre and describing the information by induc-
tive reasoning. After the major topics and sub-

topics that emerged from interviews and docu-
ment analyses had been identified, the data col-
lected was arranged and categorised according
to topics and subtopics. From these, categories
and patterns that evolved language issues were
identified, labelled and interpreted.

According to Bazely (2014), there are vari-
ous strategies and stages of data analysis such
as organising data, pulling apart (discovery and
coding), putting together (reconstructing, inter-
preting and theorising), writing and assessing
the quality of data. Organising data includes
many aspects, namely, gathering together and
organising, making of working copies of the
whole set, filing away one whole set to save as
clean copies, revisiting own positioning, revis-
iting purpose and research question, listing the-
oretical questions and listing specific questions.
Pulling together involves reading the entire data
set several times, checking at what stands out,
trying a key word process, listing possible codes,
ideas and hunches, giving each coding segment
an abbreviation for easy use during subsequent
analysis, broadly assigning portions of the data
to codes, and checking at what is left uncoded.
Putting together includes typologies, data ta-
bles, matrices, displays, timelines, card sorts,
determining how emerging patterns relate to one
another, developing concepts and theoretical
propositions grounded in the data, creating met-
aphors for thinking about the data, creating vi-
suals to represent relationships as well as read-
ing literature again. Writing strategy involves
memos to explain categories, summaries of in-
terviews, context description and participant
description. Silverman (2015) states that in as-
sessing the quality of data the researcher should
check whether the data was soliindicated or un-
soliindicated, consider observer’s influence on
setting, whether there are multiple sources of
data and whether the data is rich with detail and
description.

Patton (2013) states that content analysis is
the process of identifying, coding and categor-
ising the primary patterns in the data. In this
study transcripts were analysed in order to es-
tablish how knowledgeable were teachers and
learners in terms of the language of teaching
and learning. Tape recordings were listened to
and transcripts read over and over. After tape
recordings were transcribed, the researcher start-
ed by looking for any interesting patterns, wheth-
er anything conspicuous stood out as interest-
ing or puzzling.
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 FINDINGS  AND  DISCUSSION

Discussions with Teachers

Language of Learning and Teaching in
the Selected Schools

At the five schools selected, four schools
use English as the language of learning and
teaching, only one school uses parallel medium,
which is English and Afrikaans. To help to de-
termine why that particular language or languag-
es were preferred as language/s of teaching and
learning teachers had similar reasons.

English as First Additional Language (FAL)
as a Preferred Language of Learning and
Teaching

Twenty (20) teachers who were interviewed
indicated that English is preferred because most
learning and teaching support materials in al-
most all learning areas are in English and Afri-
kaans but not in African languages. At the
school where parallel medium is used, four teach-
ers indicated that African learners speak different
African languages at home and other learners
speak either Afrikaans or English at home. Hence
African learners are taught in English while Afri-
kaans learners are taught in Afrikaans. Below are
some of the responses from the teachers:

Teacher E, “The text books are written in
English or Afrikaans.”

Teacher I, “Learners speak different languag-
es at home.”

Teacher C, “Afrikaans speaking learners are
taught in Afrikaans.”

The Most Spoken Language/s is Mostly
Spoken in the Selected Schools

Twenty (20) teachers indicated that at all the
schools selected for this research, the language
most often spoken is Sepedi. The next aspect
sought to establish the knowledge teachers and
learners have with regard to the language they
preferred to use as language of learning and
teaching.

The Knowledge Teachers and the Learners
have with Regard to the Language of
Learning and Teaching in these Selected
Schools

The common response was that the teach-
ers have a fair knowledge of English but the

learners struggle, especially in those schools
where English is the only language of learning
and teaching. Teacher I explained, “Learners ac-
tually do not grasp the language. They also do
not feel comfortable in answering questions
when asked to respond in English. They are re-
ally struggling.” Teacher F added, “The learners
do not understand instructions when asked in
English”. Teacher L said, “We always explain in
the learners’ home language so that they can
understand what is expected of them.”  To help
determine the impact the language of learning
and teaching has for learning, the ensuing as-
pect had to be looked into.

The Impact of the Language of Learning and
Teaching in these Selected Schools

The consensus was that the language of
learning and teaching has a negative impact on
teaching and learning since most learners do
not understand English. Those who are taught
in Afrikaans do not struggle with their learning
activities. This was echoed by one of the partic-
ipants (Teacher J) who said, “Very, very bad.
You know, I gave grade 6 learners some books
which I think are of grade 3 level, but some of
the learners could not read at all.” This view was
supported by Teacher H who said, “For the Af-
rikaans learners it is easy because they speak
Afrikaans at home.”

Discussions with Learners

Most Spoken Language/s at Learners’ Homes

Twenty-five (25) learners participated in this
research. In discussions with learners, 15 of them
indicated that their home language is Sepedi.
Furthermore, five learners said their home lan-
guage is IsiNdebele while three said Afrikaans.
Only two mentioned English as their home lan-
guage. The following were some of the verbatim
responses:

Learner X said, “I speak Sepedi.”
Learner F said, “I speak IsiNdebele.”
Learner T said, “I speak Afrikaans.”
Learner C said, “I speak English.”

The Language Most of the Learning Areas/
Subjects are being Taught in these
Selected Schools

Twenty (20) learners in schools B, C, D and E
mentioned that all learning areas/subjects are
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taught in English. It was only in school A where
the five learners indicated that some are taught
in English while others are taught in Afrikaans.
The following were some of the verbatim
responses:

Learner F said, “We are taught in English.”
Learner J said, “We are taught in English and

other learners are taught in Afrikaans.”

The Knowledge Learners have with Regard to
the Language of Learning and Teaching

In the discussion with learners, 16 of them in
the four schools where English is the language
of learning and teaching complained that they
did not understand the language; only four un-
derstood the language. The learners in the dual
medium school did not have any problems with
the languages they are taught in. The following
were some of the verbatim responses in the
discussions:

Learner Y said, “I don’t understand English
well.”

Learner J said, “I understand Afrikaans well.”
Learner A said, “I understand English well.”

The Impact of the Language of Learning
and Teaching

Sixteen (16) learners in the four schools who
use English as the language of learning and
teaching indicated that they struggle to under-
stand what their teachers are teaching them and
as such the teachers had to explain in the learn-
ers’ home languages. The learners who are taught
in Afrikaans or English did not have any diffi-
culties in learning. The following were some of
the verbatim responses:

Learner B said, “I don’t understand English
well and this causes me to fail some learning
areas.”

Learner W said, “I understand what my
teachers teach me because I understand English
well.”

CONCLUSION

The findings of this research revealed that
African learners are taught in second or third
languages while white learners are taught in their
home languages. The researcher concedes that
learners learn more easily when taught in their
home language. It is recommended that learners

be given the opportunity to learn in their domi-
nant home languages if at all possible. Studies
have shown the value of home language instruc-
tion for ultimate literacy and academic achieve-
ment. According to research findings, the home
language is the most appropriate medium for
imparting the skills of reading and writing, par-
ticularly in the initial years of schooling (De Wet
2014). Learning in one’s language holds a num-
ber of advantages. It improves academic perfor-
mance and access to education and reduces rep-
etition and drop-out rates.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The researcher recommends that in case
teachers are not able to teach learners in their
home language, they should communicate with
learners in that language of teaching and learn-
ing at all times so that learners are able to prac-
tise speaking that language that they are taught
in. Teachers should always give instructions in
simple language at the level of the learners.
Learners should be engaged in learning activi-
ties such as debates and role play and be en-
couraged to speak in the language of learning
and teaching. The researcher further recom-
mends that teachers should use big books with
pictures that relate to the story during reading
lessons.

Teacher training and development programs
should include issues related to language. The
Language in Education Policy (LiEP) and curric-
ulum should be streamlined to promote a com-
mon purpose and emphasis. The policy on Afri-
can languages should be stated with greater clar-
ity. In the Foundation Phase, learning and teach-
ing support materials should be made available
in all languages.

The Department of Basic Education and pol-
icy makers should be persuaded to promote pro-
grams in which home language instruction is
given meaningful financial and material support
to make the production and rewriting of text-
books and dictionaries across school curricula
possible. Educators should be educated on the
implications and effects of different language
policies. It is also imperative to establish in-ser-
vice training programmes that will feature, inter
alia, topics on the role of code switching, since
it was observed in this study that code switch-
ing is an important content transmission and
classroom management resource.
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Children learn language when they actually
use it to think and communicate in meaningful
situations. Teachers should promote an envi-
ronment favourable to second language devel-
opment. Learners should be provided with op-
portunities to actively construct meaning from
the language input they receive from others.
Strategies may include body language, visuals
and manipulatives in learning activities as well
as introducing and formally teaching new vo-
cabulary words. When introducing new words,
it is imperative to clearly and effectively convey
meaning to the learners, and then, to check for
their understanding. Learners should be taught
techniques of asking and answering oral ques-
tions as well as to participate in classroom dis-
cussions, oral presentations and writing reports.
Learners should be given guidelines and exer-
cises on the use of dictionaries.
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