
Rethinking the fabric of the foundation phase 

Language and the curriculum 



An interesting thought 
• Developmental psychologists are currently 

doing good work on early childhood learning 

and development. 

• One crucial finding is that all children are 

equally well equipped to excel at maths. 

• Essentially human beings are born with an 

equal and universal ability to do maths. It 

might well be part of our DNA. 

 



An interesting thought 
• The FoxP2 gene, which was discovered by 

evolutionary biologists in England at the turn 

of the century, has been linked to the human 

ability to acquire language. 

• This suggests that our ability to speak is 

something that is part of our evolutionary 

make-up. Our brains are predisposed to 

facilitate the acquisition of language. 

• In the future we might well discover that there 

are genes that enable us to do things with 

numbers. 



An interesting thought 

• With evolutionary biology as their point of departure 

some developmental psychologists have collected 

evidence showing that we have an innate 

predisposition to doing maths.  

• As honey bees build their hives naturally, we analyse 

reality mathematically from birth. 

• Research I am involved in has shown that language 

has no effect on the ability of 7 year olds to perform 

basic mathematical tasks that are an extension of 

what is referred to as “core cognition”.  



An  interesting thought 

• “Core cognition” refers to the basic cognitive 

capacities we are born with. This includes the 

ability to discriminate between different 

sounds in language, the ability to tell the 

difference between red and blue, and the 

ability to recognise the difference between one 

object and two objects. 



An interesting thought 
• The basic idea is that by the time children, the 

world over, go to school they all have a more or 

less similar ability to do maths.  

• Between birth and Grade 0 there is little 

instruction in maths, so the differences between 

children who have had little stimulation in maths 

and those who have a lot, while significant, wont 

be insurmountable. 

• We actually don’t need to teach our children 

anything about maths before they go to school. 



An interesting question 

• Why then do our children perform so poorly in 

international standardised tests of 

mathematical and scientific ability?  

• Our children go to school with, more or less, 

the same ability to excel at maths as Finish 

children do, yet our performance on the 

TIMMS ranks among the worst in the world. 



A controversial 

statement? 

• I believe that we have educated our children 

out of their ability to do maths, because we 

lack a language policy that is aware of its own 

limitations, regarding when children are 

immersed in English and how. 



A tug-of-war language 

policy 
• South Africa's language policy in the post-

apartheid era was born of a conflict not 

between the oppressor and the oppressed, but 

of the country's ambition and its pride. 

• The result is a language policy that tries to 

meet two demands: maintaining 

multilingualism and gaining access to global 

markets (economic, epistemic and political) 



The Rise of English 

• “South Africa, thanks particularly to the aura that 

still surrounds the heroic figure of Nelson 

Mandela is simply one of the more prominent 

sites which illustrate the modalities of an 

international movement, i.e., the ever-expanding 

global hegemony of the English language and 

the apparently inexorable corollary 

marginalisation of local, national and regional 

languages (Alexander, 1999, p. 3).” 



The Rise of English 

• He proceeds to champion additive bilingualism 

as the optimal framework within which to 

guarantee that South Africa, as a nation, 

meets the indispensable imperatives of 

ensuring that all the various cultures and 

languages of this country are maintained and 

nurtured, while access to the global market 

place is acquired through developing the 

necessary levels of proficiency in English.  
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A noble compromise 

• Additive bilingualism functions on the 

assumption that it is possible to accelerate the 

acquisition of a second language by falling 

back on the mother tongue, as a basis. 



or an ill informed 

gamble? 

• The problem with additive bilingualism, and why 

it has not worked in SA, is that this approach 

works best in contexts where languages are 

sufficiently related grammatically, lexically, 

semantically, syntactically and so on. 

• Additive bilingualism has worked well in countries 

(USA, Canada, Belgium, etc) where languages 

share a common origin.  



An untenable equation? 

• In South Africa additive bilingualism is used to 

facilitate the accelerated acquisition of English (or 

Afrikaans) on the basis of a ’Nguni, Sotho, and other 

Bantu language.  

• Plainly speaking the grammar of our “European” and 

African languages are continents apart. 

• Can we afford to persist with a method of additional 

language teaching that is not working? Our children, I 

am, sure would prefer not to wait. 



The glaring error of 

CAPS 
• Given that we are using the wrong method, can we 

expect realistically that our children will succeed in 

acquiring English when they are introduced to it so 

late in their schooling, Grade 1. 

• Recent research shows that at 6 months babies are 

best able to differentiate between the sounds of two 

dissimilar languages, from then on there is a slow 

(at first) and steady decline in the our ability to do 

this.  



The earlier the better 

• The older we get the worse we become at 

acquiring a new language, yet we only begin 

to expose our children to what will become the 

language of learning and teaching officially 

when they are 7 years old. 

• And only for about 3 to 4 hours a week. A 

systematic immersion never really occurs. 



The immanence of 

English 

• In grade 4 we expect our children to learn in a 

foreign language that they have barely 

acquired. 

• We suddenly begin to teach them maths, 

sciences, and other subjects in English. 



The immanence of 

English 
• This leads to a catastrophe. Our children will 

spend the rest of their time at school trying to 

catch up to, and live up to, an unrealistic, 

idealised expectation placed on them by a noble 

language policy that knows no better. 

• I am sympathetic nonetheless, as I believe the 

intention of our policy makers cannot be faulted. 

• Unfortunately, the policy is not pragmatic.  



What are the implications 

of this for the curriculum? 

• Our language is too messy to speak clearly 

about maths and science.  

 


