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Would you send your child to a Zulu 

medium primary school? Response 

from a research perspective 



What the LiEP says 

• Learners/parents can choose 

• Current practice 

• The switch from Indigenous language to 

English 



What does research say? 

• The case of Ethiopia 

• Research by Clarkson (1992) 

• The Threshold theory 

 

 

 



Language proficiency 

• An individual’s knowledge of English, and the 

degree to which the individual exhibits control 

over the use of a particular language, 

including vocabulary, grammar, and 

discourse conventions, which may be called 

upon during any instance of listening (and 

understanding), reading, oral and written 

language use (Peregoy & Boyle 2000). 



Research in Ethiopia (Benson et 

al. 2012, p. 40) 

 



(Heugh et al. 2012, pp. 247 & 249) 



Research by Clarkson 

• Clarkson (1992) investigated the effect of 

bilingualism (children’s own language and 

English language) on their capacity for 

learning in school.  

• The study was prompted by the need to 

provide research evidence that could inform 

the debate according to which the use of 

own language by learners impeded or 

enhanced mathematical understanding.  



Research by Clarkson 

• Participants: 

• Students who were proficient in mother 

tongue only 

• Students who were proficient in English 

only 

• Students who were neither proficient in 

home language nor English 

• Students who were proficient in both 

languages 



Research by Clarkson 

• Findings: Bilingual students with proficiency 

in both mother tongue and English 

outperformed students who were proficient in 

only one of either mother tongue or English 

• And this despite the fact that the monolingual 

students attended more resourced schools 

• Bilingual students with low competence in 

both languages performed very poorly. 

 



The Threshold theory (Cummins, 1978, 1979) 

“those aspects of bilingualism which might positively influence 

cognitive growth are unlikely to come into effect until the child 

has attained a certain minimum or threshold level of 

competence in his second language” (Cummins, 1978, in Lyon, 

1996, p. 57) 

high levels of proficiency in both languages - posi tive cognitive effects

high level  of proficiency in only one of the languages - nei ther posi tive or

negative effects

Low proficiency in both languages - negative cognitive effect

             (semil ingual ism zone)

HIGHER THRES HO LD LEVEL

O F B ILINGUAL C O MPETENC E

LO W ER THRES HO LD  LEVEL

O F B ILINGUAL C O MPETENC E



Can home language contribute to 

the learning of maths? 

• Two instances 

• Multiplication 

• Turning-point 



Would you send your child to a Zulu 

medium primary school? 

 

 

 

•            NO! 



One size fits all? 

• “the South African education language policy 

should be modelled after countries like Nigeria that 

in spite of many indigenous languages existing in 

their cultural fabric, English is used as an official 

unifying factor” (Cele, 2001, p. 192).  

 

 

• The Ethiopian case: A revisit 



My reasons…and Way forward 

• Knowledge of how to tap into and exploit the 

different languages present in the class is an 

artisanal activity 

• Code switching as an art 

• Mediating transition from home language to 

English as LoLT 

• Competent teaching of English as a second 

language in the foundation phase 

• The issue of code switching 

• Training of teachers to manage the transition 

 



My reasons…and Way forward 

 

• The issue of the home language of the area as 

LoLT for the training of foundation phase teachers 

 

• “It's not easy because we used English as u say n 

now everything is in Xitsonga except English first 

additional language. I am now coping at least”  

  -Nsuku 



My reasons…and Way forward 

• Recontextualisation into another linguistic context 

• Implementation challenges inherent in the call for 

additive bilingualism 

• The development of SA indigenous languages 

as languages of scholarship 

• Buy-in from stakeholders 

• Training of teacher educators 

• Cost  

• Etc. 

 



By way of conclusion 

• Additive bilingualism for what purpose? 

• Political? 

• For the sake of developing proficiency in both 

home language and English? 

Additive bilingualism “is a process by which 

students develop both fluency and 

proficiency in a second language while 

continuing to develop proficiency in their 

first” 

• By extension, Code switching for what purpose? 

• Proficiency or semilingualism? 



By way of conclusion 

I believe in the strategic use of English (as a 

second language) in the foundation phase…  

and learners’ home language(s) as a second 

language in higher grades to develop 

mathematical concepts 

 


