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01 SETTING THE SCENE
Multilingualism is a critical part of South Africa’s diverse

social fabric. This reality is enshrined in section 29 (2) of

the Constitution which maintains that everyone has the

right to receive education in the official language or

languages of their choice in public education

institutions where that education is reasonably

practicable. Through this right, learners’ diversity and

individuality are recognised, and the important goal of

unlocking their potential fully realised. However, English

– and in some contexts Afrikaans – remain the dominant

modes of teaching, learning and business in this

country. The questions of what multilingualism really

means, how it can be realised, and how it might be

celebrated as a resource rather than a problem formed

the topics of discussion at BRIDGE’s Joint Early Grade

Reading (EGR) and Teacher Development (TD)

Community of Practice (CoP) held on the 22 May 2019
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After a check in process that aptly required members to

introduce themselves and their organisations in a

language other than English, UCT lecturer Xolisa Guzula

presented on ‘Multiliteracies Pedagogy: Plurality of

language or multilingualism and multimodality’. 
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Xolisa began by broadening what we commonly understand as multilingualism – that is

the ability to read, write and speak fluently in more than one language. She explained that

the term encompasses the ability to use more than one language; it is a set of language

varieties used in speaking and writing practices. 

To raise an awareness that South Africa is a multilingual country, and to explore

strategies for supporting bi/multilingual children.

To reflect on our own language repertoire and language privilege.

To examine ways in which we are implicated in coloniality and the deficit view of the

African language speaking child.

To challenge our views and beliefs about what counts as good language use.

To explore multimodal and multilingualism aspects of the  multiliteracies framework.

She asked participants to consider the following questions: (i) How does language affect
inequality in SA schooling? (ii) How does language of teaching and learning affect
learners’ opportunities to learn? (iii) What are the dominant ideas about language
use in our schooling system?

Multilinguals are not just
people who can speak all
languages proficiently,
perhaps you can read a
language but not speak it.
This is part of your
linguistic repertoire.

– Xolisa Guzula

MONOLINGUALISM IN EDUCATION

Xolisa critiqued the monolingual bias in

South African education, particularly

‘anglomormativity’, which is the

expectation that people will and should be

proficient in English and are deficient –

even deviant – if they are not. In ex-Model C

schools it’s not just English but a particular

variety of standard South African English

which aligns with whiteness that is

privileged.

There is a contradiction/gap between the multilingual language practices,

and performances of South African children (and adults) in everyday life, and

the dominant monolingual orientation of curricula, language policy,

assessments and what is enforced or desired in schools and classrooms.

Xolisa outlined the purpose of her presentation as follows:

We think that literacy is English.

MULTILITERACIES PEDAGOGY

Xolisa expounded on multiliteracies as a pedagogical approach developed by the New

London Group. The approach maintains that pedagogy has to value cultural and linguistic

differences of learners and develop an epistemology of linguistic and cultural pluralism

(linguistic and cultural diversity as a norm).



This in turn leads to a pedagogy of productive diversity which considers what diverse

groups bring to a classroom as the resource for the design of lessons and as the resource

for all learners in a classroom. In contrast to monolingualism, this pedagogical approach

embraces alternative linguistic concepts. These include:

Linguistic repertoire: languages known by each individual which comprise languages

acquired in different ways (languages learnt at home from infancy onwards, learnt

subsequently during schooling or afterwards, learnt independently, etc) for which people

have different competencies (everyday conversation, reading, listening, etc) at different

levels of mastery (elementary, independent, experienced, etc).

Multiliteracies debunks the concept of languages as pure, autonomous and bounded

entities that shouldn’t be ‘contaminated’ with other languages. It rejects the myth that

monolingualism, or a high level of proficiency in a single named language is the norm and

that linguistic purity is good while ‘mixed’ languages are deficient.

Translanguaging: an approach to the use of language, bilingualism and the education of

bilinguals that considers the language practices of bilinguals not as two autonomous

language systems as has been traditionally the case, but as one linguistic repertoire with

features that have been societally constructed as belonging to two languages.

Third spaces: spaces ‘in between’ and beyond two binaries, conceptualisations and

discourses that are often thought as separate and uncombinable. The term refers to the

space between cultures which language learners may reach as they develop intercultural

(communicative) competence.

Xolisa provided some innovative examples of teachers using alternative, hybrid and

inclusive pedagogical strategies in multilingual contexts. These are captured in the slides

below:





MULTIMODAL TEACHING

Multiliteracies recognises that language cannot be

viewed as the sole means of communication.

Instead, it needs to be orchestrated with other

modes (image, sound, music, gesture, space and

movement) in the process of meaning making. For

example, many children start to learn to write by

drawing, yet drawing in schools is undermined

and devalued when it comes to systemic

evaluations. Learners need rich literacies to

successfully develop their literacy skills.

Xolisa cited examples of multimodal teaching and learning from the reading club she

facilitates in Khayelitsha. She described a 3-day holiday programme run at the club that

immersed children in stories, art, drama, reading and writing. On day 1 Xolisa told a story

in isiXhosa of a boy, a drum and a monster. Children were then asked to retell the story in

English and draw their own monsters from their visualisations during the storytelling. On

day 2 Xolisa displayed the monsters and her and the children read two stories about

monsters in isiXhosa and English. The children then role played deciding which monster

they wanted to be. Finally, on day 3 she and the children discussed the art work. They

thought through how the monsters in each three stories had been portrayed in their art

work and in their role play. Using critical framing, she asked children to consider whether

the monsters were truly ugly and scary or whether they only appeared that way. This

exercise had a transformative effect on how monsters had often been represented to the

children.

Children require diverse
modes of communication
to develop literacy
effectively.

– Xolisa Guzula

The children used their own language to describe the monsters, often code switiching e.g.

’monster abrown’. In this way, multiliteracies moves away from viewing multilingual

learners who code switch as deficient, and instead appreciates how their existing

linguistic knowledge can be built upon when teaching. Xolisa explained how alternating

between language varietie sactually enriched their learning.  “As a teacher you can build
on this, and then come with explicit instruction and ask them what does ‘abrown’
mean, and then children give the standard version of the word ‘amdaka’. That way
you don’t undermine what they know, you start with what they know.”

She stressed the need to provide conducive environments for multilingual learners where

learners are appreciated for their knowledge instead of being told that they aren’t good

enough because they don’t speak one standardised language (usually English or

Afrikaans). Xolisa found that the 3-day exercise enriched the children’s descriptive writing.

Using these multi-modal teaching practices was a paradigm shift from print literacy in

particular, to many different modes of communication. It challenged the hegemony of

language (particularly written language) as the most important means of communication

and it allowed for expression of a much fuller range of human emotions and experiences.



Xolisa outlined the teaching methods used in the 3-day exercise, namely:

Situated Practice: immersion in lived experience with other social beings rather than

working in isolation (immersion in stories, books, writing, art, song, games, drama

discussions).

Overt Instruction (Explicit teaching): interventions and scaffolding by knowledgeable

others – demonstrations and explanations. e.g. how to write a story.

Critical Framing: enables learners to develop their ability to critique the education

system and its relations to other systems on the basis of power, politics and ideology.

 Transformative practice: a reflective practice which develops from critical framing,

resulting in new practices embedded in learner's own goals and values.

Children at her reading club also regularly attend oral theatre productions, create

multilingual songs which they translate into different languages and critique different

works of art – exercises which allow them to move around, express themselves in a variety

of ways and understand different modes of literacy.

Following on from Xolisa’s presentation, Catherine and Sarika – Foundation Phase HODs

from Actonville Priamry School – discussed some of the challenges faced by teachers in bi-

lingual/multilingual classrooms and some of the solutions they’ve developed.

Challenges:

No effective teaching and learning.

Learners cannot understand the instruction given by teachers.

Learners feel nervous and hesitate to speak. They’re worried that if they something

wrong, their classmates or teachers might laugh at them. 

Learners feel tense in multilingual classes because they cannot express their feelings as

they are not first language English speakers.

Learners always have incomplete work. Teachers do not cover workload/ATP syllabus on

time. If teachers stick to stipulated time, learner perspectives are neglected.
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Solutions:

To ensure the efficacy of the learning process learners should feel relaxed. They should

have room to make mistakes and opportunities to correct their mistakes in a positive

and affirming way.

Teachers need professional development focused on teaching in a multilingual

classroom. These experienced teachers could then mentor newly employed educators

on how to make the learning process in multilingual classrooms more effective and

fruitful.



There should be rewards for learners to motivate them to participate in class.

Code-switching can work as an aid in multilingual classrooms as it helps learners

express themselves more effectively.

Teachers need to be tactful in handling learners. It’s important that they plan ahead,

and lesson plans should cater for all learning abilities. 

We need to draw on teachers who understand African languages to help explain

instructions in English to learners who aren’t first language English speakers. We should

also encourage learners to translate for one another. 

We need to use different learning styles in the classroom, e.g. pair work, small groups

made up of learners from different cultures who speak different languages, etc.

04 QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS
After Catherine and Sarika’s presentation, members were invited to ask questions and

make comments. Key points of this discussion are captured thematically below:

Code switching

There is the argument that codeswitching can’t work – that learners who don’t

understand a concept in English won’t understand it in another language or that code

switching ‘waters down’ languages. Xolisa countered this argument by affirming that

code-switching increases learner participation and lesson comprehension and hones

learners’ translation skills. Learners who are allowed to code switch in the classroom are

better able to convey their knowledge of subject matter to their classmates and

teachers. 

 

One CoP member asserted, “I grew up in the Eastern Cape where we speak isiXhosa. I

wouldn’t have passed Julius Caesar or Macbeth if my teachers hadn’t codeswitched.”

Monolingualism and anglonormativity

While reading clubs can be effective 3rd spaces in moving away from a monolingual

bias in education, Xolisa has worked to take monolingual a step further by starting a

school that focuses on monolingual instruction. She described some of the hurdles

they’ve experienced as the DBE urges them to select FAL and SAL. “If we have

multilingual communities why can’t we have multilingual LOLT? If children have

multilingual repertoires, we need to ask ourselves how to build on this.” – Xolisa Guzula

 

Xolisa explained that the current language policy is not monolingual, it’s additive (the

term additive bilingualism refers to the situation where a person has acquired the two

languages in a balanced manner). It caters for FAL and SAL. However, anglonormativity

in education creates subtractive bilingualism, the situation where a person learns the

second language to the detriment of the first language, especially if the first language is

a minority language. In this case, mastery of the first language decreases, while mastery

of the other language (usually the dominant language) increases.



We must consider the consequences of denying learners their language and

consequently their cultural heritage. 

 

One CoP member noted the societal value placed on English as a home language, even

by black parents. Xolisa explained, “we are all breathing coloniality. Even black parents

in townships who want their children to learn English are breathing coloniality. We

need to decolonise the mind.”

 

In thinking about how to challenge monolingual bias, we should consider requiring

students who apply to universities to know at least one African language. Schools

generally follow what universities do so they would follow suit and prioritise African

languages too.

Multi-modal teaching and learning

Though CAPS can be rigid, and teachers are time constrained, there is room for

creativity in its teaching. For example, by using dance in physical education or acting

out poems as part of the listening and speaking components of CAPS. 

 

One CoP member described a creative approach used at his school whereby Gogos in

the community are invited to tell stories to foundation phase learners. The storytelling is

an immersive experience as learners don’t just hear the stories, but also observe the

storyteller’s physical gestures – all of which form part of the story. Learners are also

exposed to different languages as stories are not just told in English. 

 

Another CoP member described the ‘drop all and read’ period at her school in

Ekhuruleni used to improve learners and teachers’ reading skills.

 

Using music to tell stories was a further suggestion made by a CoP member in thinking

about how to encourage literacy development in learners in creative ways. 

 

While policy doesn’t allow for code-switching in home language in the foundation phase

where English is the language of learning and teaching, there are opportunities for

learners to code-switch in teaching FAL and SAL.

Teacher training

Xolisa described an experiential class at UCT for PGCE students. Students visit schools

that use multi-modal approaches in teaching literacy (such as the Waldorf schools) to

learn creative working practice. “We need to teach teachers to be critiques of the

curriculum. We want children to learn through all their senses. They need to talk and

move and see, and if there isn’t space for this it’s a detriment to their learning.” – Xolisa

Guzula



We need to keep in mind that teacher training happens at institutions that follow a

monolingual approach. We need to challenge this. 

 

 Alternative ways of training teachers need to be explored. We could have teaching

assistants who specialise in translation in the classroom. However, we do need to be

cautious of this idea to protect learners. There needs to be some form of regulation and

vetting if we are to consider hiring teaching assistants.

Digital tools

Digital platforms can provide valuable diverse and multilingual education materials.

There are a number of translated resources online that are made freely available as

OERs. 

 

The DBE has a plan to provide independent servers to schools. The ICT task group has

worked out that the costing of this would be less expensive than printing. It gives

schools affordable access to digital materials without the need for connectivity. “We

can’t talk about language without talking about the possibilities of the digital world.”

Education reform has a cost attached. We need to be mindful of this as we think about

instituting multilingualism in teaching and learning.

Cost

The CoP came to a close with a checkout process whereby members were asked to use

one word to describe their feelings after the day’s activities.
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