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Abstract 

The language of learning and teaching (LoLT) poses a threat to the quality of teaching and learning of most 

learners who speak African languages in Africa and particularly in South Africa. In this study, I explore 

language attitudes and the lived experiences of 400 Grade Four teachers in Pinetown and UMgungundlovu 

districts teaching African learners using English as LoLT. The study challenges Anglonormative language 

ideologies (Mckinney, Carrim, Layton, & Marshall, 2015) and the coloniality of dominant discourses about 

LoLT in South Africa. Calling on the voices of the teachers, I argue for the use of African languages to teach 

African learners as a powerful measure to regain African identity and to delink education from Eurocentric 

knowledge and cultures. I compared results from quantitative and qualitative data to arrive at the overall finding 

that most Grade Four teacher participants prefer the use of African languages to teach African learners and that 

these teachers are experiencing difficulty in using English as LoLT to teach most of them. Drawing from 

teachers’ responses, I conclude that the use of African languages in education connects learners’ worldviews 

and ways of knowing to the curriculum and provides access to knowledge. 

 

Keywords: language of learning and teaching (LoLT), African languages, African worldview, African ways of 

knowing, culture, colonial LoLT, Epistemic Decoloniality LoLT (EDLoLT) 

Introduction 

Language and literature were taking us further from ourselves, from our world to the 

other world. (Ngu ᷉gi ᷉ Wa Thiong’o, 1986, p. 12) 

Linguistic mismatch between the language of education and the language known and 

understood by learners has been a matter of global concern since the mid-twentieth century 

(Mohanty, 2012; Wigglesworth, Simpson, & Loakes, 2011). Language in education has been 

a controversial issue in South Africa in spite of the constitutional right that all children should 

receive education in a language of their choice and that all eleven official languages should 

enjoy equal status. The Language in Education Policy, drafted along language rights as 

enshrined in the Constitution, aimed at ensuring the continued use of mother tongue as LoLT 



Mweli: Bring Back African Languages!    39 

 

     

  

and enabling learners to gain access to additional languages through additive 

bi/multilingualism. However, research (Madiba & Mabiletja, 2008; Makoni & Pennycook, 

2012; Pluddemann, 2013; Prinsloo, 2007) indicates a disjuncture between the additive 

bi/multilingual and its implementation in classroom discourse. For example, Banda (2000) 

has pointed out that the chances of success of the South African Language in Education 

Policy are very slim if African languages are not made part of classroom discourse. 

The use of African languages in education could ensure the cultural identity of learners and 

provide access to knowledge through the alignment between LoLT, worldviews, and ways of 

knowing. Most African cultures that learners bring into the classroom are not used to support 

quality learning and teaching. Therefore, in a situation in which English is privileged over 

African languages as LoLT, it could be argued that the use of English, which is embedded in 

Anglo-centric culture, denies epistemological access to knowledge to the majority of learners 

who speak African languages.  

I recognise the argument made by most researchers that language ideologies, language 

theorisation, and historical context have played a crucial role in shaping the character of 

languages (Banda, 2000; Makalela, 2015; Makoni & Pennycook, 2005; Mckinney et al., 

2015; Spear, 2003). This literature also indicates the role played by missionaries in the 

development of African languages through the introduction of written languages using Latin 

script (alphabets). However, my argument in this article centres on the idea that there is a 

necessity for scholars of linguistics and psycholinguists as well as educationalists to move 

beyond the current language theorisation and ideologies and recognise the role of cultures in 

shaping human cognition through worldviews and languages as the carriers of culture. Ngu ᷉gi῀ 

(1986) regarded language as “both the means of communication and a carrier of culture” 

(p.13).
1
  

South Africa as an Anglophone country inherited English as LoLT as did other Anglophone 

and Francophone African countries that inherited the coloniser’s language during dependence 

and continued to use it after independence. The hegemony of the English and French 

languages in Africa has been ignored by the international community for a long time (Brock-

Utne & Mercer, 2014). Researchers in this regard (Alexander, 2009; Alidou et al., 2006; 

Cabansag, 2016; Skutnabb-Kangas, 2017) have argued against the use of English and French 

as dominant language in African education systems since this has resulted in African 

languages being shifted to the background; this is likely to affect the delivery of quality 

education for all speakers of African languages. 

Quality teaching and learning is understood in terms of the assumption that learning is a 

social activity and both learners and teachers construct knowledge through active 

participation. In other words, quality teaching refers to effective mediation during which the 

teacher as the knowledgeable other interacts with the learner in the process of knowledge and 

skills acquisition using language that is understandable to the learner as the tool of 

communication. Researchers have indicated the inherent difficulty of using English as LoLT 

                                                           
1  The focus in this article is on language as a tool to navigate learning and teaching in the classroom. 
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to teach African learners (Hugo & Lenyai, 2013; Sibanda & Baxen, 2016) with low English 

language proficiency. To illustrate, in the study by Kirui, Osman, and Naisujaki (2017) 

conducted with teachers in Arusha district, Tanzania, in community secondary schools, it was 

found that that both teachers and learners struggled to express themselves in English so it is 

likely that no effective mediated teaching process occurred. Moreover, “teachers agree[d] that 

they face[d] challenges in the use of English as the language of instruction” (Kirui et al., 

2017, p. 113). This complicated the learning and teaching process and resulted in low learner 

academic achievement. Cummins, Mirza, and Stille (2012) concurred with this in stating that 

learner and teacher proficiency in the medium of instruction largely determines academic 

success. In South Africa, a similar situation exists in the education system since the majority 

of African learners receive education through the medium of English in contravention of the 

ideal of additive bi/multilingualism that is promoted by the South African Language in 

Education Policy (Department of Education, 1997). In this article, I challenge the hegemony 

of the use of the English language in education as one of the remnants of coloniality that 

promotes the imperialistic agenda by instilling Eurocentric worldviews and cultures in the 

minds of African learners. The argument is framed within the understanding that “coloniality 

is the fundamental problem of the modern age” (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013, p. 13).  

It is crucial to note that language and cognition are intertwined, and language contains 

knowledge codes that are crucial to learning (Vandeyar & Killen, 2006). Most importantly, 

languages are cultural symbols that exist in the human mind, represent abstract ideas or 

concepts, and shared cultural knowledge in a particular society. These symbols are 

meaningless outside the culture in which members of the societies who use them attach 

shared meanings to them (Mweli, 2018). In this regard, African languages contain African 

worldviews and ways of knowing that are in line with African cultures. Using African 

languages to educate the African child is likely to have more benefits than using English. For 

example, Adesemowo (2017) has pointed out that there are benefits in using the language that 

is familiar to learners because learners are able to relate to concepts in their own language 

and culture. UNESCO (2014, p. 283) concurred by noting that if we are “to ensure that 

children from ethnic and linguistic minorities acquire strong foundation skills, schools need 

to teach the curriculum in a language that children understand” (p. 283). The bilingual 

approach needs further exploration to ensure the alignment between the worldviews and the 

ways of knowing of learners and teachers that is made possible by the use of mother tongue 

languages that incorporate shared African cultures. It is likely that under these circumstances, 

the teachers will teach better and learners will understand more.  

Problem Statement 

The performance of the South African Grade Four children in the international literacy test, 

The Progress in International Reading and Literacy Study (PIRLS), shocked most 

stakeholders in the South African education system. The PIRLS 2016 Report revealed that 

78% of Grade Four children could not read for meaning in any language. This means that 

they cannot retrieve basic information from a text to answer simple questions. Furthermore, 

the Annual National Assessment (ANA) report of 2013 and 2014 (Department of Basic 
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Education, 2013, 2014) indicated that most Grade Four learners have difficulty in interpreting 

meaning and analysing information from a text. The greatest difficulty was in responding to 

questions on writing and presenting as well as on the language structure and conventions. 

Most learners at this level could not provide valid reasons for their answers and demonstrated 

limited vocabulary in their first additional language.  

These results suggest that there is a severe problem with language and with pedagogic 

content knowledge in the South African education system. This problem deepens with 

African learners who use the second language of English as LoLT. It is apparent that most 

African learners at Grade Four level have not reached the required level of English 

proficiency. For example, Sibanda (2017, p. 4) has pointed out that “there is no basis to 

suggest that African language-speaking learners would have developed Basic Interpersonal 

Communication Skills (BICS) in English by the time they get to Grade Four” (p. 4). In 

addition to the problem, as mentioned earlier, teaching African learners through a language 

that is unfamiliar to them could result in their access to knowledge being denied, and could 

lead to low academic achievement, minimal learner-participation in classroom activities, and 

memorization of information and concepts that would result in shallow learning and 

misunderstanding of the concepts. 

Conceptual Framing: Decoloniality 

I conceptualised what I call Epistemic Decolonial LoLT (EDLoLT) in this study within the 

definition of decoloniality provided by Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2015) that “decoloniality centres 

around the notion of remaking the world to emancipate the enslaved, exploited and colonised 

people to regain their dignity as human beings, land, their knowledge systems and power” (p. 

23). The use of languages inherited from the colonisers is regarded as part of the propagation 

of the coloniality of knowledge in which the imperialist agendas are spread with the aim of 

promoting Eurocentric modernity in the African continent (Ngu ᷉gi ᷉ , 1986). Hence, EDLoLT in 

schools should strive towards emancipating the exploited and colonised people by providing 

access to knowledge that will enable them to regain their dignity, land and power. After all, 

as Ngu ᷉gi ᷉ has said, “English was the official vehicle and magic formula to colonial elitedom” 

(p. 12). 

Grounding my thinking in the above, I position my argument in terms EDLoLT. By this, I 

mean a language of learning and teaching that delves into the epistemologies of the 

oppressed, colonised people, and captures the essence, depth, and goodness of African 

indigenous knowledges. EDLoLT should affirm the dignity of African people and recognise 

their identities, knowledge systems, and cultures (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013); this would allow 

for multi-African languages to be used in education to teach the African child. Put differently, 

EDLoLT is rooted in the idea that African education systems need to use multi-African 

languages that do not “exercise racial and colonial power/knowledge” (Adams & Estrda-

Villalta, 2017, p. 37) to suppress the exploited and enslaved African learners but should, 

instead, sustain the African identity and dignity that was obliterated by colonialism.  
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Decoloniality is a reaction against coloniality in an attempt to redefine and find a new world 

order (Grosfoguel, 2011). The term coloniality was first coined by Quijano (2000) and was 

further elaborated on in the work of Mignolo (2011) who referred to coloniality as the name 

for the dark side of modernity. This must be unmasked and shown to be rooted in the logic 

that enforces control, domination, and exploitation disguised in the name of modernization 

and said to be good for everyone. It is important to note that the forms of coloniality persist 

because of “knowledge formation and [the] modern ways of being that the colonial powers 

imposed on the world as a hegemonic standard” (Adams & Estrda-Villalta, 2017, p. 39). 

However, EDLoLT in the African context would affirm indigenous epistemologies and 

worldviews that are aligned with African cultures because, as already noted, languages are 

tied up with cultural values and worldviews (Batibo, 2015). In this regard, African education 

systems should sever themselves from Eurocentric knowledge, languages, and cultures to 

acknowledge education that affirms African identity (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013) and indigenous 

knowledge systems.  

English as LoLT to teach African learners is one of the elements of colonial knowledge—the 

“constructions of reality that both reflect and reproduce forms of racial domination and 

inequality” (Adams & Estrda-Villalta, 2017, p. 37) and ways of knowing that do not align 

with the African worldviews that most African learners bring into classrooms. Therefore, 

EDLoLT can be seen to be rooted in the idea that African languages should be regarded as 

enabling tools for quality teaching and for the learning of African learners in a way that 

aligns their worldviews and ways of knowing (Marrow, 1994) with the curriculum content. 

Haraway (1988) has concurred with this in stating that “our knowledges are always situated” 

(p. 8) in that they are embedded in a culture and transmitted through a language. Collins 

(1990) has referred to Haraway’s statement as “Afro-centric epistemology” (p. 508). This 

could promote the use of indigenous knowledge systems and enable most African learners to 

approach the learning of new concepts from the position of strength provided by African 

languages as LoLT in education.  

Theoretical framing: A sociocultural approach 

According to sociocultural theory, language is central to learning (Wertsch, 2007). Learning 

is a social process through which human intelligence develops (Wertsch, 1985). Through 

language, the learner acquires knowledge and skills that originate in society and culture 

(Lantolf & Thorne, 2000). Knowledge and skills, according to the sociocultural approach, are 

mediated through interactions between the learners and their social environment or culture. 

Learning becomes a social collaborative activity (Swain, Kinnear, & Steinman, 2010) given 

the interaction occurring between the capable others (teachers, peers, and parents) and the 

learner in the educational social context.  

Language is central to the learning process; it is understood to be one of the cultural artefacts 

used for communication during interaction where knowledgeable others give instruction and 

learners respond to instructions in learning activities. These instructions play a vital role in 

facilitating the smooth and effective acquisition of skills and knowledge. The learner actively 
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engages with verbal instructions through communication and task performance. For example, 

teaching a child how to ride a bicycle follows a number of sequenced procedures. First, the 

capable other could model how to ride and verbally explain the procedure. Then the learner 

performs the modelled behaviour and follows instructions to acquire the skill necessary to 

riding a bicycle. During this process, the capable other scaffolds the skills and knowledge by 

allowing the learner to perform tasks that are manageable at the time until the acquisition of 

more complex skills and knowledge is achieved. A similar situation occurs during the 

performance of learning tasks in the classroom. Drawing on sociocultural theory, we see the 

learning process following an outward-in approach; knowledge that was an external entity in 

the learner’s environment becomes an internal entity residing in the mind of the learner. 

Learning first occurs between people and then in the individual (Liang, 2013). We can see 

that language plays a crucial role in the acquisition of skills and knowledge during the 

learning process. 

Methods 

Following Creswell and Plano Clark (2010), my study consists of two parts, the survey and 

the focus group discussions used in a parallel convergent mixed method approach. I have 

compared the findings from both sections to reach the overall findings of the study. Part 1 

(quantitative) investigated the attitudes that Grade Four teachers have towards English as 

LoLT. Random sampling was used to select the survey respondents. The sample consisted of 

400 Grade Four teachers from semi-rural and urban schools. Following Cohen, Manion, and 

Morrison (2011), the qualitative second section interrogated the lived teaching experiences of 

Grade Four teachers in using English as LoLT to teach African learners. Twenty Grade Four 

teachers participated in five focus group discussions. All Grade Four teachers teaching 

different subjects were eligible to participate in the study since the main purpose was to 

investigate their lived experiences regarding the use of English as LoLT to teach the African 

learners. I used purposive sampling to select the participants for the focus group discussion. 

A convergence parallel mixed method research design was used to interrogate the research 

phenomenon. Quantitative data (survey) was analyzed using inferential and descriptive data 

analyses. Qualitative data (focus group interviews) was analyzed through thematic data 

analysis.  

Ethical considerations to ensure the safety, privacy, and confidentiality of the participants and 

to secure permissions from gatekeepers were taken into account. After I had applied for 

ethical clearance from the University and had received permission from the Department of 

Basic Education and the school principals to use the research sites, I visited each and held a 

meeting with potential participants. I assured them of the confidentiality of the information 

obtained, their anonymity, and their right to withdraw. I also had the participants sign a 

consent form. 
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Findings 

African language preference as LoLT to teach African learners 

Of 400 Grade Four teachers, most reported a positive attitude towards the use of African 

languages to teach African learners. In line with the items loaded on the African language 

preference factor, teachers’ responses indicated that using African languages to teach African 

learners enables them to express themselves better, improves understanding, and allows them 

to show their intelligence. Table 1 displays the results of descriptive analysis for factors of 

language attitudes. 

Table: 1 Descriptive statistics for factors of language attitude 

 

Table 1 indicates that African language preference has the highest mean (N=397, M=39.30) 

and is thus deemed to be the most important factor. Teachers were responding to the 

statement that teaching in African languages at Grade Four level would show the intelligence 

of African learners. The latter was followed by English language preference (N=394, 

M=34.3); teachers responded to questions about whether one needs English to understand 

academic ideas and whether using English for teaching is a way of remaining competitive and 

keeping standards high. Then followed African languages challenges (N=396, M=25.3). In 

this section teachers answered questions on whether learners can or cannot use the standard 

version of African languages and whether it is difficult for most African learners to read and 

write in their own languages. The factor with the smallest mean was African identity 

language and development. See Figure 1.  

 

 N Range Minimum Maximum Mean 

Std. 

Deviation Variance 

African language 

preference 

397 63 1        64 39.30 9.822 96.475 

English language 

preference 

394 59 1 60 34.27 9.312 86.720 

African languages 

challenges 

396 42 1 43 25.29 5.779 33.399 

African language 

identity and 

development 

392 29 1 30 20.66 4.581 20.983 

Valid N (listwise) 391       



 

    
 

Figure: 1 Means of factors  

African learner difficulty with English as LoLT

Participant teachers reported that most learners who are speakers of African languages at 

Grade Four level in South African schools do not understand English as their LoLT and are 

unable to access the curriculum content knowledge. 

Participating 

Teacher 

Pseudonym  

Data Gathered

 

Vivo 

Firstly, since learners are isiZulu speaking, they can’t even think 

in English. They think in IsiZulu. If you go to the isiZulu class 

[and] if you walk in there they are speaking isiZulu to one 

another. They want to communicat

 

Maya Right now, the second language (English) is becoming a massive 

obstacle to English second language learners. They are failing it. 

It is just not just Grade Four learners but across all the grades. All 

the grades are battling with the 

 

Ndokwe They lack confidence. They lack confidence in the language. 

Therefore, if they do not have confidence in the language of 

teaching and learning that means they will not even participate.
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Participant teachers reported that most learners who are speakers of African languages at 

Grade Four level in South African schools do not understand English as their LoLT and are 

Firstly, since learners are isiZulu speaking, they can’t even think 

in English. They think in IsiZulu. If you go to the isiZulu class 

[and] if you walk in there they are speaking isiZulu to one 

Right now, the second language (English) is becoming a massive 

obstacle to English second language learners. They are failing it. 

It is just not just Grade Four learners but across all the grades. All 

second language (English). 

They lack confidence. They lack confidence in the language. 

Therefore, if they do not have confidence in the language of 

teaching and learning that means they will not even participate. 
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Choc 

They (learners) do not have the vocabulary; they do not have the 

understanding. They do not have that background knowledge of 

how to communicate. 

 

Vezi 

We also find that with the reading, specifically some learners 

might be able to read fairly well but they do not understand what 

they are reading. They seem to battle with comprehension. 

Others, (learners) do not read. They do not go to libraries. They 

are not interested. 

 

The excerpts above show that most African learners are not coping with English. When these 

learners reach Grade Four the language they know and identify with is no longer being used. 

These learners bring into the classroom a wealth of language skills in their mother tongue, 

which is not used during the learning process. Most learners think and understand their 

worlds in isiZulu, which is the known and familiar language that contains blueprints of their 

cultural knowledge, cultural values. and epistemologies. It is important to note that if the 

mother tongue language that these learners bring to school is not used such learners will not 

have access to knowledge that is presented in English and they will be capable of only 

minimal participation in the learning process. The result is most likely to be shallow learning 

and misunderstanding of the concepts.  

Teacher-difficulty in teaching African learners using English as LoLT 

Grade Four teachers reported that they have trouble teaching most African learners using 

English as the medium of instruction.  

Participating 

Teacher 

Pseudonym 

Data Gathered 

 

 

 

Ndoo 

They (the learners) are struggling with the language of learning and 

teaching and this affects everything else. If we had to give them a 

question in another subject like Natural Sciences, they will not 

understand that question and they will not know how to answer that 

question because the problem goes back to the language. Without the 

language, learners cannot even construct a sentence. They will not be 

able to answer on another subject the way they [are] supposed to 

answer. They battle with that. 

 

 

 

Ntee 

I teach Science and every time I come across a word that is not in 

everyday use I will ask them for the isiZulu word. Unfortunately, 

sometimes you get like three or four words in isiZulu and isiXhosa and 

then they have an argument. However, they are battling with the 

English language. 

 

Zoo 

Sometimes they (learners) say, “Explain it in isiZulu so that we can 

understand.” If you do not they just look at you. 
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The teachers’ responses above indicate the difficulty they experience in teaching African 

learners using English as LoLT. Primarily, teachers agreed that learners are struggling with 

English and this affects everything; it was implied that no effective learning and teaching 

could happen under these conditions. Teachers struggle to give instructions to African 

learners in English. Learners do not understand English and sometimes demand that teachers 

explain in IsiZulu. This situation forces the teachers to codeswitch to the learners’ mother 

tongue to resolve the problem. However, what happens if the teacher does not understand the 

home language of the learners? Teachers indicated that they ask learners for the meaning of 

the English word in isiZulu or isiXhosa. In this case, because the learners do not know the 

meaning of the English word they might give the teacher any word that comes to mind to 

make him or her happy. We can see, quite clearly, that if LoLT is not the learners’ or the 

teacher’s mother tongue or if both the learners and the teachers are not highly proficient in 

LoLT, effective learning and teaching is hindered in the classroom, and the two-way 

interaction of learning through interaction as outlined earlier is destroyed.  

Discussion 

Drawing from the South African context of the Language in Education Policy formulation, 

the introduction of the Incremental Implementation of African languages (IIAL) in South 

African schools was welcomed as the greatest move towards strengthening the use of African 

languages as subjects at school. However, “the dropping of the LoLT issue [African 

languages as LoLT] represents a missed opportunity to address the learning crisis in the 

majority of schools” (Pluddemann, 2015, p. 191). The implication of the latter statement for 

South African education is clearly articulated in the survey and focus group responses of 

Grade Four teachers presented above.  

The following discussion on the coloniality of LoLT points to the opportunity missed by the 

South African Department of Education and calls for the reinstatement of African languages 

as EDLoLT to teach African learners. 

Colonial LoLT vs EDLoLT 

The dominance of the English language and its use in most African education systems is 

indicative of its colonial oppressive nature that continues to haunt most African education 

systems and has resulted in African languages shifting to the background and becoming 

underdeveloped (Brock-Utne & Mercer, 2014; Mohr & Ochieng, 2017; Olajide, 2010; Prah, 

2010). The English language carries Eurocentric culture, worldviews, and knowledges that 

 

 

 

Coco 

Well the language is not boxed in each subject. Language is language. 

Whether you teach in History or Geography. It is difficult to teach 

them using English, because they do not have the vocabulary. 

Unfortunately, it is the language of everything. The language of 

society. It is the global language. Overseas you will need to speak 

English and you will have to be more fluent and express yourself. 
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align themselves with Eurocentric modernity, although some literature in post-colonial and 

sociolinguistic studies of world Englishes shows how English has been appropriated and 

localized in different parts of the world (Bamgbose, 1998; Saraceni, 2017). Its colonial nature 

is evident when it is used in an African context as the dominant language in education. This 

means that when an African learner enters formal schooling and brings along his or her 

mother tongue language to navigate learning, he or she is confronted with the schooling 

system that enforces English as LoLT. In this way, African learners are denied the privilege 

of using and upholding their cultural ways of knowing and their knowledge systems and are 

prevented from using their mother tongue languages to navigate learning in favor of 

Eurocentric modernity. In this manner, African learners are socialized to think epistemically 

like Euro-American individuals (Grosfoguel, 2011). 

English becomes a factor of coloniality or a colonial LoLT. As noted above, the concept of 

coloniality refers to the aftermath of colonisation and its practices that have remained in place 

after the colonial rule had been “displaced” (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013, p. 13). Using English to 

teach African learners indicates the use of a colonial LoLT, the language that does not affirm 

African identity and does not ensure the regaining of African dignity that was destroyed by 

the colonial powers. Most research has suggested that the use of English as LoLT to teach the 

African learner does not have any educational benefits and secures, instead, the alienation of 

the African learner from his or her own reality and creates a barrier to access to knowledge 

(Chivhanga & Chimhenga, 2013; Sibanda, 2014; Webb, Lafon, & Philips 2010). Language is 

not neutral; it is a carrier of beliefs, cultural values, and worldviews. In the process of using 

English as LoLT, the idea of western civilization and culture, with its life styles that are seen 

to be perfect becomes something to pursue and aspire to in order to achieve success and this 

is injected into the minds of African learners.  

Most importantly, the social context and cultural aspect of the child’s learning is disturbed. 

Socially, the African learner in this situation is unable to interact meaningfully with capable 

others, characterized by meaning-making, during the learning process. Not only do these 

learners not understand English, this language as LoLT blocks the communication process 

between peer learners and teachers and hinders the process of mediation (Liang, 2013; 

Wertsch, 1990) and the effective internalization of knowledge by the mind from the social 

context.  

If the learners’ language is the prism through which they see the world, then language 

becomes more than just the symbols that they use to communicate in that it also shapes how 

they think, and thoughts control behavior. When a learner learns a home language, it gives 

her or him a worldview that is based on a particular culture. This worldview becomes the 

reference point from which this human being interprets the world around her or him through 

the language. African learners, when they learn their mother tongue language at home, 

develop an African culture-based worldview. This is a powerful cultural tool the African 

child brings into the classroom to navigate the acquisition of new knowledge and skills. 

The teachers said that when learners do not understand them they codeswitch to the learners’ 

mother tongue to explain difficult concepts. Teachers then explain better and the learners are 
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better able to understand concepts. It is likely that most teachers’ preference for African 

languages as LoLT, as reflected in the survey responses, implies the perfect match between 

their worldviews, ways of knowing, cultures, and languages with that of the learners. It also 

indicates the meeting of minds among learners themselves, their worldviews, and their 

language. It is vital to note that it is when a language plays an emancipatory role, in the sense 

that it facilitates the perfect alignment of the oppressed or exploited group’s worldviews with 

their cultural knowledges we can regard it as an EDLoLT. If this concept is applied in South 

African schools, we would use African languages to teach African learners, thereby aligning 

their worldview, cultures. and language for the purpose of ensuring quality learning and 

teaching. In other words, EDLoLT connects the African epistemologies with African culture 

to navigate the acquisition of new knowledge that will determine the new order of the world 

and accommodate multiple epistemologies and knowledge systems to emancipate the groups 

of people that are located on the oppressed side of the world (Mignolo, 2011). 

Conclusion 

The findings in this study reveal that most Grade Four teachers prefer to use an African 

language as LoLT to teach African learners and that many Grade Four learners are struggling 

with English. The mother tongue is, clearly, a perfect link between the subject content 

knowledge and the learner’s worldview and ways of knowing. Teachers in these classrooms 

identified the language problem and tried to solve it by codeswitching (Creese & Blackledge, 

2010) to the home language of the learners but their resolution was effective for a short time 

only. I call for the full implementation of the South African Language in Education policy 

and for the reinstatement of African languages as LoLT at least through the primary phase 

given the structural challenges of affordances that could accompany the use of African 

languages in South Africa. Some teachers in their responses indicated the power of English. It 

also reminds us of the power of colonialism especially in the case of the teacher who sees 

English as the world language. Finally, while acknowledging the work done by researchers 

on bilingualism/multilingualism (Hornberger & Link, 2012; Wei, 2014) it is vital to caution 

against a tendency to assert that bi/multilingualism is a combination of African languages 

with dominant colonial languages only, since this affirms the dominance of certain languages 

over the others.  
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