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ABSTRACT Assessment is a central element in the overall quality of teaching and learning in all spheres of
education and higher education is no exception.  It determines whether or not the outcomes set for a particular
module are achieved. Therefore, the accessibility and inclusivity of assessment to enable all students to fully
demonstrate the quality of their learning is important. This paper focuses on assessments administered in mother
tongue – isiZulu in one South African university. This follows the initiative of teaching in a medium of instruction
of an African language as the constitution of South Africa encourages the promotion of these languages. A
Foundation Phase programme within the Post Graduate Certificate in Education (PGCE) qualification is delivered
in a dual medium of instruction of English and isiZulu. IsiZulu speaking students were taught and assessed in isiZulu
and some materials given to them were written in both languages. It was therefore vital to investigate the feelings
and the challenges of these students as they were lacking in isiZulu since they received their basic education in
English medium schools and hence could only converse in isiZulu. Challenges encountered by these students during
the assessment period and the impact it had on their performance were investigated.  The study is qualitative in
nature and is located within the interpretive paradigm. Using purposive sampling, two of these students who were
in isiZulu class were identified. Data was generated through interviews, observations during class presentations and
an analysis of students’ work. Data revealed complex feelings such as uncertainty, anxiety and frustration that
students encountered during assessments. It further shows that students battled to understand instructions and could
not spell words correctly when expressing their views in a test and examination. The paper argues that those
involved in the modules offered in mother tongue should give students instructions that are written in mother
tongue as well as in English to enhance their understanding.

INTRODUCTION

Mother tongue teaching in South Africa has
been necessitated by the democratic dispensa-
tion. The constitution of the country emphasiz-
es the recognition of African languages. At all
levels of education (school and higher educa-
tion levels) policies on languages of learning and
teaching (LoLT) were revised. The Department
of Basic Education revised the language policy
as a result the Language in Education Policy (LiEP)
of 1997 was passed. This policy stipulates the
application of additive bilingualism approaches
when teaching foundation phase learners (De-
partment of Education 1997). The Higher Educa-
tion Language Policy Framework for South Afri-
can Higher Education (LPFSAHE) on the other
side, emphasized the need to transform and pro-
mote the use of African languages in Higher Ed-
ucation Institutions (HEI) (Council on Higher
Education  2001). This call resulted to some HEI’s
reviewing their language policies. One South
African HEI revised its language policy. This
policy stipulates the use of isiZulu as one of the

LoLT. IsiZulu was chosen because it is the lan-
guage that is widely spoken in the Province of
KwaZulu-Natal where this university is located
and the majority of students enrolled are isiZulu
speaking. As the result, a Post Graduate Certifi-
cate in Education with specialization in founda-
tion phase was developed. Three foundation
phase specialization modules (Literacy, Numer-
acy and Life Skills) were offered in a dual medi-
um of instruction of English and isiZulu for the
first time in 2008.

Background to the Study

When entering the specialization, students’
background of the language is not taken into
account. As long as the students’ home lan-
guage is isiZulu, it is taken for granted that they
know the language and hence can learn through
it with ease.

Lectures in both languages take place con-
currently and offered by two lectures. Both
groups are given English materials isiZulu mate-
rials are not available. To teach in isiZulu lectur-
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ers develop transparencies and slides in isiZulu
and that is the only material isiZulu group has.
All the activities given to students are the same
in both groups. Sometimes content differ slight-
ly to suit the context of African learners. For ex-
ample, examples that are used in the English class
are not used in the isiZulu class.

Assessment was also administered in both
languages. All assessment activities given to
students are the same including time allocation
is the same to both groups. In all three founda-
tion phase specialization modules, students do
projects, tests, written assignments, class pre-
sentations; school based teaching practice, for-
mative and summative assessments and exami-
nation. Students get one examination paper writ-
ten in two versions.

Rationale for the Study

The interest of conducting the study on
mother tongue administered assessments in high-
er education stems from three sources: research-
ers own interest, wider issues on mother tongue
teaching and existing literature on mother tongue
teaching in higher education.

Firstly, the researcher’s main interest of writ-
ing the paper is to reflect and give voice to stu-
dents who experienced this journey of learning
in mother tongue in the institution of higher
learning for the first time in history. This has been
necessitated by the fact that mother tongue
teaching is being piloted and the study of this
nature has been deemed necessary to influence
future decisions and the success of this initia-
tive in this university.

Secondly, stakeholders in education (par-
ents, teachers and students) worldwide, as stud-
ies below bear testimony, hold negative attitudes
towards mother tongue teaching, be it a school
or university level. With this sentiment as a work-
ing hypothesis, it became necessary to find out
from students in an isiZulu class if they are hap-
py about the way assessments are administered.

Lastly, since mother tongue teaching in high-
er education institutions in South Africa is a new
initiative, there is a shortage of studies that have
been published on this subject particularly on
mother tongue administered assessment; there-
fore this study is groundbreaking in revealing
the challenges students counter in performing
assessment activities in mother tongue of isiZu-
lu. This study will contribute meaningfully to the

existing body of knowledge on mother tongue
teaching in higher education.

The aim of the Faculty of Education of this
university is to produce teachers who are respon-
sive to the needs of learners as well as teachers
who are able to teach in mother tongue in the foun-
dation phase. These teachers will therefore be in a
better position to implement the LiEP of 1997. This
would produce better results for the entire country
which is in crisis since systemic evaluations con-
ducted proved that South African children are not
competent in terms of literacy. Therefore, well
trained mother tongue teachers are believed to have
an ability to uplift the standard and the status of
literacy in South Africa.

Studies on Mother Tongue Administered
 Assessments

Scholars like Cummins (2000) advocate mother
tongue instruction. This applies to learners at a
foundation phase level of schooling and at ter-
tiary level where teachers of young children are
taught to teach in mother tongue. Cummins
draws the distinction between additive bilingual-
ism in which the first language continues to be
developed and the first culture to be valued while
the second language is added; and subtractive
bilingualism in which the second language is
added at the expense of the first language and
culture, which diminish as a consequence. Cum-
mins (1994) quotes research which suggests stu-
dents working in an additive bilingual environ-
ment succeed to a greater extent than those
whose first language and culture are devalued
by their schools and by the wider society.

Although perceptions of people about moth-
er tongue vary (Papatheodorou 2007) it has to
be implemented for its cognitive benefits (Hays
2009).  Researchers such as Alexander (2009),
Hays (2009) and Dempster (2010) support the
notion of mother tongue teaching and Dempster
(2010) elaborates that the informal code-switch-
ing medium fails when assessment is conducted
in English. She further states that children are
not able to demonstrate their competence in the
subjects because of their language disadvan-
tage. Dempster (2010) asserts that at tertiary lev-
el students translate examination questions into
their home language before attempting to answer
them to English. This study stresses the impor-
tance of conducting assessments in mother
tongue; the language learners know best (Alex-
ander 2009).
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It sometimes becomes a challenge to deter-
mine which language is better developed in or-
der to decide the language of instruction for
learners who come from bi- and multilingual fam-
ily contexts as Tshepiso Matentjie an Educational
Psychologist maintains (Matentjie undated). At
a tertiary level students may come from the back-
ground where the First additional language is
more used that mother tongue to an extent where
the student builds confidence on the second
acquired language. This language becomes an
instrument of thought (Alexander 2009) and is
the one which has cognitive benefits when
studying through it. It becomes a challenge to
judge this student by mother tongue when they
have to be channeled to their specializations. One
of the challenges of mother tongue teaching at
all levels is that African languages are certainly
regarded as functional only when used as media
of communication at levels such as interperson-
al conversation, narrative and cultural practices
(Foley 2000) and they have not yet been devel-
oped to the point where they can be used as
academic media of instruction.

Assessment is meant to evaluate or measure
student’s knowledge and performance (Stephens
(2005), she further states that the purpose of as-
sessment is to understand and affirm students
knowledge and abilities and to inform teaching
practice. Therefore, when one has to be as-
sessed, it is of crucial importance that they un-
derstand the language through which assess-
ment will be conducted. This will enable the as-
sessed to display the knowledge they have about
what is assessed. Students need to be taught to
write and answer in mother tongue more espe-
cially those who are perceived as lacking in moth-
er tongue as well as those who did not get an
opportunity to learn in mother tongue in their
schooling career.  Coimbra (2002) stresses the
need to consider the teaching learning of the
mother tongue in writing, alerting us to the cru-
cial notion that writing is not a natural ability
that automatically accompanies maturation; it is
a skill that is learnt overtime. Students have got
to be exposed to this skill through teaching and
assessing them in mother tongue to be able to
transfer these skills to their practice in the class-
room environment.

In the study conducted by Berge (2002) on
mother tongue teachers’ assessment of essays
at the national exams in Norway candidates were
given a possibility to choose between different
tasks. A mother tongue only assessment has
obvious limitations. This could be a good idea

since one study conducted on mother tongue in
one South African university (Mashiya 2010)
indicates that there are some parts which were
difficult to tackle in mother tongue more espe-
cially a section on the theoretical underpinnings
of the Life Skills module where the names of the-
ories per se were difficult to translate and hence
were treated in English as they were. Mother
tongue then became the problem. In such in-
stances students need to have the flexibility to
decide which questions to tackle.

Language plays a major role during assess-
ment because that is where students are expect-
ed to display their understanding of the content
learnt, apply new skills and display creativity in
their own way based on the learned piece of
work. Some activities require them to display high
order thinking skills. As mentioned above, ac-
cording to Bloom’s taxonomy ‘higher-order
thinking skills require application, analysis,
synthesis, and evaluation. It requires being able
to order one’s thinking, make inferences to un-
derstand the underlying meaning entailed in
words, and being able to understand the humor
and absurdity; make generalisations; give cri-
tiques and form counter-arguments as well as
draw sound conclusions’ (Bloom 1956). Students
who at are not well grounded in the language may
fail to display their knowledge hence their high
order thinking skills are poorly developed if they
have to express themselves in that language.

Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency
(CALP), and, as the name suggests, is the basis
for a child’s ability to cope with the academic
demands placed upon on the student in the var-
ious subjects (Cummins 2000). Cummins states
that while many children develop native speaker
fluency within two years of immersion in the tar-
get language, it takes between 5-7 years for a
child to be working on a level with native speak-
ers as far as academic language is concerned. In
the case of all languages, be it English or isiZulu,
learners need to be immersed in the language
which will later be used as the language of learn-
ing and teaching. Tow students under study did
not get total immersion in the language at a school
environment.

Principles Influencing the Study

The study is influenced by three principles:
theory of symbolic interactionism, assessment
as the concept and the Taxonomy of Benjamin
Bloom. Firstly, symbolic interactionism accord-
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ing to Blumer (1969) is based on the idea that
people act toward things based on the meaning
those things have for them; and these meanings
are derived from social interaction and modified
through interpretation. Blumer’s work is also in-
fluenced by the work of John Dewey who insist-
ed that human beings are best understood in
relation to their environment. The theory of sym-
bolic interactionism consists of three core prin-
ciples: meaning, language and thought which are
important constituents of assessment. When one
has to tackle an assessment activity one has to
understand the question being posed through
instructions, one understands if the language
being used is known and an individual has to
think of a possible solution to the problem (an-
swer) through language. Language is the core of
assessment hence one formulates meaning
through it and provides the relevant answer
through thinking. Therefore without this instru-
ment which is a language, there would be no
meaning to the given instructions and hence no
thought around that given activity, therefore fail-
ure to give relevant response or answer to the
given question would be impossible. Therefore,
this theory has been deemed relevant to the
study on students’ experiences of mother tongue
administered assessments.

Meaning

Blumer (1962) states that meanings are ar-
rived at through social interaction. These mean-
ings do not remain unchanged. They are inter-
preted and reinterpreted. According to Blumer,
humans act toward things according to the mean-
ings they give to those things. Symbolic Inter-
actionism holds the principal of meaning to be
the central aspect of human behavior (Blumer
1962). People act upon the meaning assigned to
things. People’s meaning is really a social con-
struction of what they see as real. Once some-
thing is seen as real, it has consequences.

Language

Blumer (1969) defines language as the source
of meaning. Language is a tool to give meaning
in social interactions. Therefore meaning emerg-
es from social interaction and the language used.
People make meanings by talking to others. This
gives humans a means by which to negotiate
meaning through symbols. Humans identify
meaning in speech acts with others.

Thought

Blumer (1969) maintains that thought is abil-
ity, distinctly different from animals in that we
have the ability to think about things rather than
simply reacting instinctually. It is our thoughts
that help us to interpret language meaning. Blum-
er defines thought as a mental conversation that
requires different points of view. One’s own
thought process is used to develop their own
interpretation of things they encounter in their
environment. The meanings of the things we
encounter, though formed by social interaction,
are altered through our understandings and
therefore an individual’s interpretation of the
meaning will guide and determine action.

    The focus of this study is on the challeng-
es students experience in attempting mother
tongue administered assessments therefore the
core of the study is on the language of learning
and teaching. This means that students who are
custodians of the new initiative of mother tongue
teaching and the assessments imposed to them
have subjective interpretations which are caused
by the way they perceive them. Students con-
struct meaning using their frame of reference and
the context in which they found themselves in. in
order to access these interpretations this theory
was used to develop instruments that were used
to generate data. This study supports the idea
that a social interactionist sees meaning coming
out from the interaction between people. Further-
more, in semi- structuring the interview sched-
ules and the three core areas of the theory such
as meaning, language and thought influenced the
design of the interview schedule. This theory will
help to reveal how students interact with instruc-
tions given in their assessment activities

Secondly, assessment as the concept refers
to ‘an ongoing process of establishing clear,
measurable expected outcomes of students
learning, ensuring that students have sufficient
opportunity to achieve those outcomes, system-
atic gathering, analyzing and interpreting evi-
dence to determine how well student learning
matches the expectations and finally using the
resulting information to understand and im-
prove student learning” (Suskie 2004: 42). This
theory provides concept provides the rationale
for assessment and selection criteria of the as-
sessment techniques. This term embraces both
formative and summative forms of assessment
where in the formative the assessor wishes to
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identify gaps in student’s knowledge whereas
summative is judgmental and is used for pro-
gression. This concept was used to structure
the instrument as the interviews covered both
these forms of assessments.

Suskie (2004) maintains that good assess-
ments give assessors useful information, and are
fair to all students. Fairness in this particular
study addresses the issue of language used to
teach and eventually to assess students. This
will be addressed in the form of reflection where
students were asked to talk about their experi-
ences and reflect on being assessed through isi-
Zulu. Different kinds of assessment strategies
are applied in the module to allow students dem-
onstrate understanding application of knowl-
edge, together with generic skills (Schwartz and
Webb 2002). Schwartz and Webb further state
that letting students write long essays as a way
of assessment does not help student demon-
strate knowledge that is why integrated kind of
assessment are important. To mention but a few,
good integrated assessments comprise of com-
plex simulations, case studies, role play or multi-
faceted projects to assess a range of knowledge,
skills and attitudes in addition to written assign-
ments, tests and examinations.  Therefore the
study draws on this notion to investigate chal-
lenges students encounter in different kinds of
assessment activities.

Thirdly, a well designed assessment is de-
signed according to the taxonomy of Benjamin
Bloom. Bloom (1956) identifies six levels of learn-
ing which in turn are used as the basis of assess-
ment. Blooms Taxonomy of Learning has six steps
of appropriation:

Knowledge – knowledge looks at among oth-
ers, specifics of the content and terminology. As
students are learning to teach in mother tongue,
the specifics of the language and terminology
play a major role during assessment. This first
step of appropriation was used to investigate if
students are able to correct terms and how they
use them in context.

Comprehension – comprehension looks at
translation and interpretation. When given ac-
tivities such as assignments students are re-
quired to look for information from different
sources. Information is in English. As mother
tongue students they are required to translate
information and comprehend it. The study will
use this step of blooms taxonomy to investigate
if students were able to read information from

different sources comprehend it and write this
information in their mother tongue in a congru-
ent way.

Application – intention of using this step
was to investigate is students were able to apply
knowledge gained from learning in mother
tongue. This was assessed through presenta-
tions and during teaching practice where stu-
dents display skills to apply new term learnt in
mother tongue.

Analysis –Students were expected to display
skills of identifying elements, relationships and
of organizing principles. Students had to display
skills of analyzing information from the sources
and put it in their own words. In this stage they
should display the skill of recognizing informa-
tion that forms an element of what they are writ-
ing about, has a relationship to it and the skill of
organizing this information into a solid essay.

  Synthesis – According to Bloom (1956) this
level has to do with • Production of a unique
communication, production of a plan, or pro-
posed set of operations and derivation of a set
of abstract relations. Generally, synthesis has to
do with putting things together. Students were
required to develop projects.  Maturity in terms
of language had to be displayed where students
had to label their posters in mother tongue. What
students produced, the decency of the language
used and spelling were some of the criteria for
assessment.

Evaluation – This step focuses on judgment
in terms of internal and external evidence. Stu-
dents were given an opportunity to reflect after
their own presentations, this is the internal judg-
ment and after that, students were given feed-
back by the lecturer about their performance, this
covers the judgment in terms of external evidence
based on their performance.

Statement of the Problem

A Foundation Phase programme within the
Post graduate Certificate in Education (PGCE) is
delivered in a dual medium of instruction English
and isiZulu. IsiZulu speaking students were
taught and assessed in isiZulu. It was therefore
vital to investigate the feelings of students who
were lacking in isiZulu as they were ex-model C
students (students who studied in former white
schools) who could only converse in mother
tongue. Challenges encountered by these stu-
dents during the assessment period and the im-
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pact it had on their performance were investigat-
ed.  Therefore, this paper seeks to answer the
following research questions:

How do students who do not have enough
grounding in isiZulu experience mother
tongue conducted assessments?

RESEARCH   METHODOLOGY

Research Design

This paper is a qualitative case study of two
PGCE students who received their basic educa-
tion from the previously advantaged schools
known as former white schools hence students
are called ex-model C’s. The study is located with-
in an interpretive paradigm. Strauss and Corbin
(1990), MacMillan and Schumacher (1993) regard
qualitative research as any kind of research that
produces findings that are delinked from statis-
tical quantifications or other means of quantifi-
cation. Qualitative approach was deemed rele-
vant to the study since it gave detailed informa-
tion on the challenges encountered by students
who attended classes that they saw as not befit-
ting of their standard. This method afforded the
researcher an opportunity to obtain data that is
rich and in-depth. In addition Cohen et al. (2004)
assert that in qualitative research we find that
questions are often broadly outlined with the
purpose of letting the data generate questions
and challenge the assumptions on which origi-
nal ideas were built.

Sampling Design

Participants were selected through a purpo-
sive sampling. During the introductory lectures
student get the chance to introduce themselves
and say where they come from since a PGCE
qualification is done by people with degrees,
others would have been employed for many years
in other fields other than education. This brief
introduction was done in order to find out if stu-
dent have the background of teaching. During
this session the researcher  discovered that there
are students who are ex-model C’s (they went to
former white schools during their schooling ca-
reer). They were very fluent and had a good En-
glish accent compared to students who went to
isiZulu medium schools. That triggered the re-
searcher’s interest and thus wanted to see how
they are coping with isiZulu as they do not have

a firm background. They were therefore identi-
fied and monitored in class and at a later stage
were told about the intentions of the study and
were also asked to be participants. Students’ in-
formed consent was. They were informed that
participation is voluntary. The names and identi-
ty of students are hidden in the study in compli-
ance with ethical issues. The study was carried
out at the end of the year (2010) shortly after the
November examination.

Instruments

Data was generated through three instru-
ments. In-depth semi-structured interviews with
two students who were the recipients of the isi-
Zulu programme, observation during lectures,
group and individual presentations and  teach-
ing practice, and lastly the analysis of their work
in the form of assignments, projects tests and
examination. Cannold (2001) argues that semi-
structured interviews are “structured conversa-
tions”. This type of interviewing allows for flex-
ibility and it allowed me to probe for details on
how students experienced the programme. Field
and Thomas (2008) maintain that semi-structured
interviews are valuable because they bring ques-
tions to the level of understanding of the partic-
ipants. Questions were asked based on the four
themes developed: (i) perceptions about mother
tongue conducted assessments, (ii) formative
assessment and (iii) summative assessments and
(iv) performance. Under formative there are cate-
gories such as projects, classroom presentations,
tests, assignments or essays whereas under
summative focus is on examination and teaching
practice. Observation is a fundamental and highly
important method in all qualitative enquiry (Mar-
shal and Rossman 2006). It offers an investiga-
tor the opportunity to gather live data from nat-
urally occurring social situations as Cohen et al.
(2007) maintain.

Data Analysis

Data were analysed through coding and four
themes which were used to structure the inter-
view schedule. The themes are: students’ per-
ceptions about mother tongue administered as-
sessments, formative assessment (focusing on
projects, assignments and classroom presenta-
tions), summative assessment (focusing on
teaching practice and examination) and students’
performance.
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FINDINGS

Findings are categorized into four themes
perceptions about mother tongue conducted
assessments, formative and summative assess-
ments and performance. Under formative there
are categories such as projects, classroom pre-
sentations, tests, assignments or essays where-
as under summative focus is on examination and
teaching practice.

Students’ Perceptions about Being Assessed in
Mother Tongue

Given the background of student regarding
their background one would anticipate that they
disliked the initiative. But very much surprising,
students perceive studying through isiZulu as a
good undertaking stating that this will equip them
with necessary skills to deal with isiZulu speak-
ing children. One student said:

‘I’m happy I took Zulu and actually wrote
something, even though all the time I was filled
with anxiety and nervousness that someone will
be reading my insufficient Zulu’.

However there were some students who were
skeptical because of the fear of the unknown

‘I thought I was torturing myself by taking
isiZulu; I kept on thinking what I am trying to
do, fail the year? It was not easy I must say but
the fact that we talked a lot in class helped me a
lot’.

The pedagogy in which these modules were
delivered to students was useful to the extent
that although they were scared to learn through
isiZulu but they found activities manageable as
a result they perceived it as being helpful.

Formative Assessments

These are a combination of assessments stu-
dents did continuously throughout the year. Stu-
dents displayed different feelings about these
assessment activities.

Projects

Assessment of creativity is assessed through
developing resources to teach the three subjects
in the Foundation Phase. Students were required
to display this creativity by developing resourc-
es to teach in isiZulu class. They displayed the
feeling that terminology hindered them from giv-

ing the best as they had to mix languages and
this resulted to them producing clumsy projects.
Below is how students felt about developing
projects in isiZulu:

‘What I found challenging was to find rele-
vant terms for my resources. For example life Skills
resources gave me problems because I did not
know what to say carbohydrates, minerals, pro-
teins and food pyramid are in isiZulu’.

‘I found it hard to name a number freeze in
isiZulu’.

‘Space was very limited and isiZulu names
are very long as a result my poster looks clum-
sy’.

‘My posters have both languages where I
did not know isiZulu term I wrote English’.

Most of their responses show lack of termi-
nology as the challenge they encounter in de-
veloping isiZulu resources. I noticed that work
done by isiZulu students, was not as attractive
as work done by English students in a way their
posters were labeled. Their words were sort of
sentences whereas English words were short and
to the point.

Classroom Presentations

Students were given tasks to present in class.
Focus was on how well can students teach a Life
Skills lesson to learners, however language as
the instrument of communication happened to
be the area of focus. Students are giving their
reflections about this kind of assessment. This
is how they responded:

‘Presentations are one of the activities I
dreaded the most’

 ‘I am not happy about the way I conducted
my presentations, English was quite dominat-
ing as I do not know most terms’.

Students displayed lack of confidence in their
spoken isiZulu. Based on my observations where
students were given activities to present on pa-
rental involvement in a life skills module, they
had difficult in using the isiZulu concept ‘ukum-
bandakanya’ (which means involve). They used
an English term instead. They also encountered
difficulty a term ‘izinjulalwazi’ (theories) stating
that they are encountering this term for the first
time. Students were learning isiZulu words in
their presentations instead of displaying knowl-
edge as the resulted they were corrected through-
out their presentations.



248 NONTOKOZO MASHIYA

Assignments and Tests

Students had a challenge of getting informa-
tion in English and then translate it into isiZulu.
They encountered difficulty when they were to
cite the author verbatim. They found translating
this very taxing. One informant stated:

‘I dreaded writing the essays because I know
I cannot write isiZulu. What I say out loud makes
sense to me but writing it down is something
else’

‘The one thing that I feared the most was
drafting assignments and writing tests’.

‘I found translation of citations very
difficult’

My analysis of students work proved that
students had difficulty in writing some words.
Some words were wrongly spelt and wrongly
used in some cases.

Summative Assessments

Students regarded this assessment as a very
torturing exercise. Students were assessed in the
form of the examination. This also includes teach-
ing practice supervision.

Examination

Students displayed the feeling that writing
examination in isiZulu was not an easy practice.

‘I do not think I even finished the exam, be-
cause I was battling’.

‘Writing the exams was not bad but I battled
with writing, the English version helped me a
lot, to understand what was needed’.

‘I was not sure of what I was doing because
I ended up writing in both languages. There
were paragraphs I wrote in isiZulu and in other
paragraphs I was not confident to write in isi-
Zulu, thinking that I might not express myself
they way I would want’.

‘Throughout these exams I have been so
anxious and nervous, just by the thought of writ-
ing isiZulu’.

‘Writing the examination in isiZulu was time
consuming. You read English version to get an
idea, you read isiZulu version and you write in
isiZulu, sentences are long’.

Varying ideas regarding examination were
given. Time constraints, freedom to code-switch
and choice of the language to be used when an-
swering questions are some of the issues that
emerged from the data.

Teaching Practice

Students displayed dedication to teaching
in mother tongue however my observation re-
vealed that most of the problems students en-
countered during their teaching practice assess-
ment were caused by learners themselves. Learn-
ers displayed lack of competence in mother
tongue and that forced students to very much
use English in their speech. This is what stu-
dents are saying about their perceptions regard-
ing their teaching practice:

‘During my teaching assessment teaching
was not that bad because I knew from the back
of mind that I will be teaching in isiZulu medi-
um schools. For me this was the best opportuni-
ty to practice in isiZulu schools’.

‘Learners were responding very well’.
‘There are times where I had to use English

when talking to children because I had no oth-
er alternative’.

Overall students did well in their teaching
practice despite the challenges they had to ad-
dress, challenges posed by their lack of knowl-
edge and learners lack of knowledge.

Students’ Performance

Performance is the crux of a teaching and
learning situation. This shows if the outcomes
are achieved. Students responded differently
regarding their performance. This is what they
said:

‘I know if I were to write in English my per-
formance would have been much better than I
did in isiZulu’.

‘My performance was not affected by my
writing in isiZulu, I believe I was able to ex-
press myself the way I would have in English’.

Students’ feelings about their performance
varied. Some felt that writing in isiZulu affected
their performance whereas others felt that it had
no impact on what they wee writing.

DISCUSSION

Students with shallow background of isiZu-
lu displayed different perceptions about the
mother tongue teaching initiative. Some appre-
ciate it despite the fact that there are challenges
involved. Others see it as a better opportunity to
practice using isiZulu, an opportunity they
missed during their schooling career. They see it
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as an initiative that with equip them with neces-
sary skills to assess their learners in schools.

 There are some instances where the notion
of mother tongue works well and there are some
where it becomes difficult to implement mother
tongue. Findings indicated that student encoun-
ter some difficulty in maintaining mother tongue
in their assessment activities. For example when
students were asked to do projects by develop
resources used to teach Life Skills, they had dif-
ficulty in writing some words in isiZulu. A food
pyramid was written in isiZulu and different kinds
of foods under it were labeled carbohydrates,
proteins, minerals etc. this is caused by isiZulu
underdeveloped conceptual framework. When
developing Numercy resources, students had a
problem in writing charts on number freeze. The
concept was problematic since there is no isiZu-
lu equivalent that is known. These brought un-
certainty as to what to write.

In the examination students failed to express
themselves in proper isiZulu as a result there
were paragraphs which were written in English
in addition to code-switching that appeared ev-
ery now and then in their writing. This finding
supports Dempster (2010) who asserts that at
tertiary level students translate examination ques-
tions into their home language before attempt-
ing to answer them to English.  Students prefer
oral activities to written ones. Therefore when
mother tongue assessments are designed it is
advisable to use a variety of activities where stu-
dents are afforded a chance to use speaking and
writing skills.

Students mentioned that the English version
of questions help them to better understand what
was required of them. This idea is supported by
Alexander (2009) who asserts that the language
becomes an instrument of thought. When set-
ting examination papers examiners should con-
sider that it is helpful to students to have both
versions although they will be answering in isi-
Zulu. Students should be given flexibility of writ-
ing in English where they feel they cannot ex-
press themselves. According to the findings stu-
dents displayed different feelings about their
performance. None of them failed however some
felt that they would have done better if they were
writing in the language they are confident with
and some mentioned that writing examination in
isiZulu made no difference in the way they per-
formed because they were able to express them-
selves they way they would if they were writing
in English.

The issue of time has always been the factor
when writing in isiZulu under a restricted time.
This is in line with the study by Mashiya (2010).
During the teaching practicum students were
happy to be taken to isiZulu medium schools
and to be assessed teaching in isiZulu. Most of
them stated that they will be teaching in isiZulu
medium schools. However using straightforward
isiZulu is not possible not to student teachers
only but to all Foundation Phase teachers as this
finding is in line with what Mashiya (2010) found.
It is undisputable that African languages (isiZu-
lu is no exception) have not yet been developed
to the point where they are able to carry academ-
ic discourse effectively and therefore function
as fully fledged languages of learning and teach-
ing as Foley (2007) states that they are as good
as media of communication. Challenges faced by
students in their assessment activities support
this idea. Therefore this paper argues that there
is a need to fast track the development of these
languages as they are already in use as academ-
ic medium of instruction in higher education
institutions.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, students are faced with chal-
lenges when they are to do their assessment ac-
tivities in the language they are not well ground-
ed in. Anxiety of writing examinations assign-
ments and tests, where they have to show good
writing skills was evident in their responses. This
resulted to them having lack of confidence.
Alongside this challenge was lack of relevant
concepts, time constraints where they have to
spend more time reading both versions. Writing
in isiZulu is also a tiring activity since they found
writing in isiZulu taking more time compared to
the time spent by their counterparts who were
writing in English. The issue of time should be
taken into consideration so that isiZulu students
are not disadvantaged during examination. Over-
all, administering examinations in mother tongue
is perceived positively by students despite the
challenges it has.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The study recommends the following:
Careful selection of students to go to mother
tongue classes, students’ background
should also be taken into consideration
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Proper resources should be provided to as-
sist students to better understand the assess-
ment activities and to reduce stress during
examination
Time frames should be revised since it ap-
pears that isiZulu students finish writing lat-
er that those who are writing in English
Double version of activities should be em-
phasized since students appreciate the op-
portunity of having the exam written in both
languages
Code switching should also be encouraged
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