
 

INFLUENCE OF ENGLISH   

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

ANGUAGE is a communication system that humans use to share 
their opinions, thoughts, and feelings. Language is used in both 
informal settings, such as open communication, and in formal 

settings, such as institutions of learning (Davranovna, 2019). Since all 
teaching is done through Language, Language and learning cannot be 
separated. Language is essential to education because it can create better 
chances for people or foster inequity (United Nations Children's Fund 
[UNICEF], 2016). Language should be an effective tool that teachers 
utilise to boost learners' engagement as they learn, ensuring interactive 
teaching and learning (Hiza & Paschal, 2023). 

In most cases, the challenge is that the mother tongue is not the 
language of learning and teaching (LoLT), which negatively affects 
academic performance. Language plays a crucial role in teaching and 
learning in the global education landscape (Manyike & Lemmer, 2014). 
There is an increase in the use of English as the primary LoLT in 
multilingual educational systems, which often has detrimental 
consequences for students' academic achievement in English as a second 
language (Manyike & Lemmer, 2014). 

Language in education is comprised of the following ideas, which 
guide both the content of what teachers teach and how they interact 
with their pupils: (1) language of instruction, which can also be referred 
to as the language of teaching and learning LoLT and medium of 
instruction, (2) the home language, (3) the first additional language 
(Stein, 2017). Over the past few years, the use of English in education 
has been on the rise in several countries, becoming the language of 
instruction (Shadiev & Huang, 2022). The Eastern and Southern African 
regions have a diverse and vibrant language environment. In Africa, 
there are several languages, including IsiZulu, Oromo, and Swahili, 
among others; these are native languages spoken by many countries in 
Africa (UNICEF, 2016). Research shows that the multiple indigenous 

languages in Africa, as well as in other countries, are not used as LoLT. 
According to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organisation (UNESCO)’s (2022) Global Education Monitoring report, 
40% of the world's population is not being taught in their indigenous 
Language. UNESCO also argues that if learners do not understand what 
they are learning, it negatively affects their learning, especially for those 
from disadvantaged backgrounds. Alexander (2013) claims that a 
language must be given value, a value that does not come naturally to 
it. He concluded that education is crucial in assigning value to language. 
Section 29(2) of the South African Bill of Rights states that, where 
reasonably practical, every learner has the right to access and receive 
basic education in a language of their choice. This right to basic 
education in a language of choice signifies a pedagogical shift from 
Bantu education, where language was used as a tool of apartheid, to one 
that acknowledges the variety and equality of languages. Recognising 
learners' individuality and language use may help them realise their full 
potential. Children who are not taught in their primary language in the 
classroom are more likely to perform poorly academically and 
subsequently drop out of school (Ball, 2014). 

There are approximately 25 spoken languages in South Africa; 11 of 
these languages are recognised as official languages under section 6 of 
the Constitution (Act No. 108 of 1996) because 98% of the country's 
population speaks them (Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 
1997), Section 6(1) of the Bill of Rights states that South Africa has 11 
official languages, namely Setswana, Tshivenda, isiZulu, isiNdebele, 
isiXhosa, English, Sepedi, Sesotho, siSwati, Afrikaans, and Xitsonga. 
The language of instruction in public schools in South Africa is English, 
even though most learners' home languages are not English (Zano, 
2022). 

Following the 1994 post-apartheid era, several South African policies 
were implemented to create a society founded on social fairness, human 
rights, and democratic values, in other words, a community that values 
diversity in opinions and languages (Evans & Nthulana, 2018). 

The language policy in South Africa encourages the use of home 
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language in grades 1-3, and from grade 4 upwards, they are required to 
use English as LoLT (DoE, 1997). It is crucial to recognise that learners 
whose mother tongue differs from their LoLT are under considerable 
stress, which may result in a poorly developed home language (Botha, 
2022). Children whose classroom language of instruction is not their 
primary language are more likely to perform poorly and more likely to 
drop out of school. This is because the LoLT creates multiple challenges 
for them, including poor academic performance. 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Stoop (2017) asserts that using the mother tongue in schools may 
improve young children’s academic performance. Also, indeed, a 
person's identity and mother tongue are strongly correlated (Stoop, 
2017). According to UNESCO (2008), numerous children have home 
languages that differ from the language of instruction in educational 
programmes. Eloff (2017) notes that a French-Canadian linguist, Dr. 
Fernand de Varennes, emphasized the importance of mother-tongue 
teaching, and that international organisations such as the United 
Nations and academic studies also do so. For instance, studies 
conducted between 1984 and 2000 in Mali, a former French colony, 
revealed that students whose language of instruction was their home 
language performed better than those taught in French (Eloff, 2017). 
Over 80% of the South African population speaks a native language 
(Prah, 2018). Hiza and Paschal (2023) argue that using the mother 
tongue as LoLT has many advantages, including supporting national 
development and learners' intellectual development. 

Language policy 
Hlatshwayo and Siziba (2013) indicated that an outline of the 

language policy implemented by the apartheid government in 1953 is 
necessary to understand the language policy in democratic South Africa 
today. Before 1994, there were only 2 official languages in South Africa: 
English and Afrikaans. After 1994, this all changed, and indigenous 
languages got the recognition they deserved (Tshotsho, 2013). In 1953, 
the Bantu Education Act of 1953 was imposed; this Act was to show us 
black people that we are inferior to the whites (Union of South Africa, 
1953; Gallo, 2020). Bantu Education was of great advantage to learners 
who spoke Afrikaans and English as their first languages. At the same 
time, black learners were negatively affected because they had to learn 
not only Afrikaans and English but also an additional third language as 
an indigenous Language. The national curriculum statement and the 
language in education policy were established from three legislative 
frameworks, which are as follows (Department of Education [DoE], 
1997): 

• South African School Act, Section 6(1), 1996, and the Norms 
and Standards regarding language policy  

• National Education Policy Act, Section 3(4)(m), 1996 - 
Language in Education Policy South African Constitution, 
1996. 

According to section 29(2) of the South African Constitution (1996), 
language in education policy provides learners with the choice of their 
Language of instruction. The language in education policy promotes the 
use of home language from grades 1-3 and states that the language of 
instruction can be any of the South African official languages. 

Mother tongue education 
“If you talk to a man in a language he understands, that goes to his 

head; if you talk to him in his own language, that goes to his heart” 
(Mandela, 2011). Krause (2018) believes that it is about time we re-
evaluate what is meant by Mother tongue education in South Africa. She 
continues to assert that, since 1994, the topic of mother tongue education 
has sparked immense debate in South Africa (Krause, 2018). She further 
asserts that there are researchers who advocate mother-tongue 
education; they argue that the LoLT should be the home language for 
learners (Krause, 2018). However, Krause (2018) notes that several 
scholars also oppose mother tongue education; they argue that English 
is a universal language and should be the LoLT throughout the 
educational system. Nishanthi (2020) highlighted that a child's first 

Language is their mother tongue. Nishanthi (2020) further states that the 
native Language is the language that children grow up using. In 
addition, Bester et al. (2019) claim that the first language a child acquires 
in his or her home, in natural surroundings, is considered the home 
language.  

Various researchers and organisations, among others, are in favour 
of mother tongue education in the education system (Stoop, 2017; Eloff, 
2017; UNESCO, 2008; Iyamu & Ogiegbean, 2007; Anyadiegwu & 
Nwode, 2023; Piper et al., 2018; Hiza & Paschal, 2023). According to 
UNESCO (2008), teaching literacy in learners' mother tongue is more 
effective for their learning. This was confirmed by Eloff (2017), who 
conducted a study in Mali, demonstrating that learners whose LoLT was 
their mother language saw a reasonable level of improvement in their 
performance compared to those whose LoLT was French. Iyamu and 
Ogiegbean (2007) assert that learners learn most effectively in their 
mother tongue. However, most formal education in Africa is delivered 
in a language learners do not speak. Hiza and Paschal (2023) argue that 
it is crucial to remember that language plays a vital role in ensuring 
learners' performance, understanding, and communication with 
teachers and amongst themselves in the classroom. Additionally, a lack 
of proficiency in English can lead to learners dropping out, class 
repetition, decreased interest, increased absenteeism in schools, and 
code-mixing and code-switching during instruction. 

Language is a unique characteristic of humans (Molteno, 2017). 
Molteno (2017) adds that in South Africa, Language is a way in which 
underprivileged learners receive their life-giving education. 
Furthermore, Molteno (2017) states that, despite the South African 
government spending a higher proportion (19.3%) of its overall 
expenditure on education than the average for middle-income countries 
worldwide (15.7%), it still spends less than the average for high-income 
countries (22.6%). However, learners' performance in South Africa 
remains the poorest among other countries (Molteno, 2017). 

Over time, the South African educational system has changed. 
Therefore, it is crucial to examine the changes in the educational sector 
(Ramcharan, 2009). Tracing these developments is insufficient without 
consideration of language barriers (Ramcharan, 2009). Looking back at 
the history of South Africa, the onset of colonialism led to the creation 
of racial and economic disparities that had a significant influence on 
education (Ramcharan, 2009). The education that black children 
received was provided by the missionaries, who often had shortages of 
funds, whereas the white children got free and compulsory education 
(Ramcharan, 2009). Ramcharan (2009) adds that before 1994, the 
education quality that black people were receiving was the poorest in 
the country. During the apartheid and colonial era, politicians favoured 
both English and Afrikaans (Ramcharan, 2009). Education in historic 
Black schools was characterised by poor academic performance due to 
high learner-teacher ratios, limited parent-teacher collaboration, a lack 
of qualified teachers, and inadequate resource allocation (Ramcharan, 
2009). Ramcharan (2009) goes on to say that during the Apartheid era, 
while the dominant minority experienced social and economic progress, 
the marginalised learners who spoke their mother tongue lacked the 
English language competency necessary to succeed in the curriculum. 

According to Badat and Sayed (2014), South Africa still has a long 
way to go before attaining complete independence in education, despite 
having enjoyed 20 years of freedom. Additionally, Badat and Sayed 
(2014) claim that the distinctive characteristics of the inherited 
educational system, particularly the apartheid legacy of unequal 
spending, distorted notions of quality, unequal opportunity and 
outcomes, and unequal access, among other factors, influenced changes 
in education's development post-1994. 

Performance of learners 
There are approximately 25 spoken languages in South Africa; 11 of 

these are recognised as official languages under section 6 of the 
Constitution (Act No. 108 of 1996), yet several learners are not taught in 
their home language. Learners’ LoLT is English, while their home 
language becomes their first additional language in schools (Botha, 
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2022). Botha (2022) emphasises the importance of recognising that 
learners whose home language differs from the LOLT are often under 
considerable stress, which may lead to poor development of their 
mother tongue. 

 The South African Constitution 1996, section 29(2), states that all 
South Africans have the right to receive an education in a public 
institution in the official language or languages of their choice 
(Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996). It is the 
responsibility of the state to take into consideration all viable 
educational options, including single-medium institutions, 
practicability, equity, and the need to address past racial discrimination, 
and ensure that this right is effectively exercised and implemented 
(South African Constitution, 1996). However, the DoE (1997) stated in 
the language education policy that the LOLT to be used in public schools 
should be an official language. Similarly, the language in education 
policy in the foundation phase (grades 1-3) promotes home language 
education, and from grade 4 onwards, English is required as LoLT (DoE, 
1997). It acknowledges the importance of learners learning in their home 
language. 

Studies claim that the South African education system performs sub-
standardly across various domains and that its quality is poor, despite 
the government spending heavily on education (Mlachila & Moeletsi, 
2019; Van der Berg & Hofmeyr, 2018). Mlachila and Moeletsi (2019) 
further state that the average amount the South African government 
spends on education is greater than 6% of its GDP, compared with levels 
in several Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
countries. However, several Sub-Saharan countries with much lower 
expenditure per pupil than South Africa have significantly higher 
educational performance (Mlachila & Moelesti, 2019). In South Africa, 
almost 50% of learners leave school before completing their secondary 
education. A quarter of high school learners who participate in their 
final exams fail them. Furthermore, fewer than 5% of learners who enter 
primary school go on to earn a university degree (Mlachila & Moeletsi, 
2019).   

In South Africa, the curriculum assumes that learners have mastered 
reading by the end of grade 3. However, most learners have not grasped 
the most fundamental reading skills, thereby rendering it impossible for 
them to access the curriculum in its entirety, despite their advancement 
to higher grades (World Bank Group, 2018). The Progress in 
International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), conducted every 5 years, 
evaluates reading comprehension and tracks trends in reading literacy 
(Howie et al., 2017). PIRLS has evaluated the reading comprehension of 
fourth-grade students in more than 60 countries since 2001 and has 
established an international standard for reading comprehension. To 
track learners' reading and comprehension, PIRLS evaluations provide 
the opportunity to monitor changes in reading comprehension within 
and across provinces. 

According to Du Plessis and Letshwene (2020), who cited Howie 
(2017), discovered that the level of English proficiency among learners 
was a reliable indicator of performance. 

Challenges faced by teachers. 
In teaching mother tongue, teachers must remember that they play a 

significant role, often requiring some level of teacher autonomy 
(Khanyile & Awung, 2023). The teachers in question admitted they had 
some autonomy in their decisions about how to educate in the mother 
tongue (Khanyile & Awung, 2023). Several studies emphasise the 
significance of teacher autonomy, which can be defined as the means of 
exercising authority in the classroom and making decisions in most of 
their teaching duties (Pearson & Moomaw, 2005; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 
2014; Somech, 2016; Kengatharan, 2020). 

There are various elements to teaching a language. In addition to 
instructing and paying attention to learners’ language abilities, such as 
speaking, listening, reading, and writing, teachers encourage learners to 
have passion, a positive attitude, and motivation for learning English 
(Songbatumis, 2017). Furthermore, teachers must understand what 
learners learn, how and why this influences them, and how teaching 

could help them in the future (Derakhshan & Shirmohammadli, 2015). 
Therefore, language teaching depends on teachers’ ability to assist 
learners to strengthen both their academic and personal skills 
(Songbatumis, 2017). 

 According to Khanyile and Awung (2023) and Foley (2015), teacher 
education influences teachers' willingness to teach in an African 
language. Foley (2015) identifies a shortage of African language 
teachers. Khanyile and Awung (2021) agree with Foley (2015), stating 
that few students are registering for African language instruction. It is 
important to recognise that the issue concerns African language 
teachers' ability to teach all subjects in African languages (Khanyile & 
Awung, 2023). 

In accordance with the available literature, it is of utmost importance 
that teachers be fluent in the LoLT used in the classroom, and that the 
pedagogy of teaching and learning through the mother tongue is a 
serious problem. Shortage of school materials was also mentioned as a 
factor that can hinder learning in the mother tongue. The shortage of 
materials could be blamed on the fact that Africa has so many 
languages. (Smit, 2001; Muthivhi, 2008; Prah, 2009; Makeleni & 
Sethusha, 2014; Cekiso et al., 2019). 

Botha (2022) states that research showed that some teachers find it 
difficult to teach the LoLT in English because it is not their home 
language. Botha (2022) adds that when the learner's home language and 
LoLT differ, this also poses difficulties for teachers. Especially if the 
teacher cannot speak the learner's home language (Botha, 2022). Further, 
O’Connor and Geiger (2009) claim that, despite sympathy for English 
second-language learners and other language learners, teachers feel 
frustrated by their demanding workload. Teachers are unable to finish 
the syllabus because they must first teach the Language and vocabulary 
for the specific subject. According to Weda and De Villiers (2019), 
teaching English in African schools will remain a challenge for present 
and future governments. The study by Lenyai (2011) showed that 
several teachers in South African schools, especially in the Foundation 
Phase, lack the basic skills needed to teach literacy. Lenyai (2011) further 
adds that numerous classroom-centered studies conducted in South 
African township schools also revealed that repetition, chorusing, and 
memorisation are routine classroom activities that neither help learners 
nor their cognitive development nor deepen their understanding of 
literacy as a form of social interaction. 

Language policy 
South Africa is a multinational, multilingual, and diversified society. 

Before 1994, Afrikaans and English were the only languages recognised 
as official (Howie et al., 2017). Hlatshwayo and Siziba (2013) argue that 
to understand the language policy in effect in South Africa today, one 
must first understand the language policy implemented by the 
apartheid government in 1953. Nugraha (2018) emphasises the 
important role language plays in teaching and learning, and the issues 
it poses when researching Language in education policy globally. He 
goes on to state that South Africa is one of the countries that has become 
a center of attention in discussions of Language in education policy. The 
reason for this is South Africa's history and the uniqueness of its cultures 
(Nugraha, 2018). The RSA Constitution 1996 (Bill of Rights, Chapter 2, 
Section 29(2) and 30) and the South African Schools Act 1996, Section 6 
(SASA) guided the fundamentals of the language policy for schools. In 
the DoE (1997), the language in education policy was previously issued 
and later defined in the 2002 revision of the National Curriculum 
Statement. 

DBE (2010) states that the governing principles for language in 
education policy are that it should maintain the use of home language 
as the LoLT, particularly in the early stages of learning, while also 
granting access to additional languages. Stoop (2017) defines 
instructional Language as the Language or languages learners use in the 
classroom for teaching and learning. 

 In accordance with the DoE (1997), every learner must have access 
to a recognised language as LoLT, in addition to being educated in a 
second language. The sole prerequisite for these conditions is that the 
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languages must be recognised as official languages in South Africa 
(Botha, 2022). Learners now have the right to receive education in the 
language of their choice if it is reasonably practical to do so. DoE (1997) 
is an important instrument to rectify the discrimination from apartheid, 
in which language in education was used to promote inequality and 
injustice (Stein, 2017).  

Department of Basic Education (DBE) (2010) further elaborates the 
stipulations for language in education policy: 

• In grades one and two, learners should have access to one 
official language as a subject (DBE, 2010). 

• From Grade 3 upwards, each learner should have access to 
their LoLT and to the incorporation of a minimum of one 
additional language approved as a subject (DBE, 2010). 

• For all language subjects, time and resources should be 
allocated fairly (DBE, 2010). 

• When applying for admission to a certain school, learners 
must select their LoLT. If there is room in the appropriate 
grade and the school applies the LoLT the learner selected, it 
must admit the student (DBE, 2010). 

• If no schools in a district offer the requested LOLT, the learner 
may ask the provincial education department (PED) to 
provide instruction in the language of his or her choice. The 
request must be copied by the PED and distributed to all 
schools in the pertinent school district (DBE, 2010). 

• The PED is required to maintain a list of requests made by 
learners for instruction in LOLT that schools cannot provide 
(DBE, 2010). 

• If at least forty learners in grades one through six or thirty-
five learners in grades seven through twelve request 
instruction at a certain school, it is therefore reasonably 
possible to offer instruction in that LoLT (DBE, 2010). 

In a nutshell, the LoLT that a school offers is heavily influenced by 
the decisions learners (or parents) make when choosing their LoLT. 
When read in conjunction with SASA, which grants SGBs specific 
powers to decide a school's language policy, the language in education 
policy emphasises choice over significant state interference as the 
foundation for decisions about the LoLT in schools (DBE, 2010).   

Mazuruse (2013) claims that the literature demonstrates that African 
governments make declaration after declaration and establish plans that 
exist only on paper, rather than expressing the willingness and actual 
commitment to rectify the issues that have contributed to the 
devaluation of indigenous languages in Africa. Previous studies state 
that the languages of our colonisers are still used as LoLTs by African 
countries today, even in the postcolonial era (Kioko et al., 2013; Trudell, 
2016). 

In countries like Zimbabwe, Nigeria, Ghana, and Tanzania, language 
policy emphasises that Children should have access to education in their 
mother tongue. Although these countries differ in their language 
policies, the fundamental role remains the same. In Zimbabwe, the 
language policy mandated that all subjects be taught in learners' mother 
tongue from grade 1 through grade 3, and that English be taught as a 
subject. However, in 2006, the Zimbabwe language policy was 
amended, and learners can be taught in their mother tongue until Grade 
7. While in Nigeria, the National Policy on Education outlines section 
1(8g), which states that each child shall be instructed in their mother 
tongue or the language that is dominant in their immediate society for 
the first 4 years of basic education (Federal Republic of Nigeria, 2014). 
Furthermore, there is an expectation that all children should learn one 
Nigerian language. Section 2 (20d) stipulates that the LoLT in primary 
schools should be the dominant language of the immediate community, 
and learners should be taught for the first 3 years within a monolingual 
society (Ndamba & Van Wyk, 2018; Carter et al., 2020; Anyadiegwu & 
Nwode, 2023; Hiza & Paschal, 2023). 

In Ghana, they use Ghanaian languages as the LoLT in primary 
schools from Grade 1 to Grade 3 and later move to English from Grade 
4 upwards. However, in 1957, when Ghana obtained independence, the 

language policy was reversed. In August 2002, the policy changed to 
state that English becomes the LoLT from the first grade, with Ghanaian 
language study concurrently with the compulsory subjects (Ndamba & 
Van Wyk, 2018; Carter et al., 2020; Anyadiegwu & Nwode, 2023; Hiza & 
Paschal, 2023). 

III. OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY 

The study aims to investigate the influence of additional language as 
an LoLT on learners' academic performance. 

IV. METHODS 

Research Paradigm 
Kumatongo and Muzata (2021) write that the research paradigm can 

be defined as a set of common standards and guidelines among 
scientists that outline how issues can be handled and understood. 
Furthermore, research paradigm also refers to how scientists address 
the three fundamental questions of methodological, ontological, and 
epistemological (Kumatongo & Muzata, 2021). Moreover, Kivunja and 
Kuyini (2017) explain that, in educational research, the term paradigm 
refers to how researchers view the world (worldviews). Pervin and 
Mokhtar (2022) claim that when it is said that a researcher’s worldview 
is established by their paradigm, it means that it encompasses the 
essential principles and ideas that influence a researcher's perspective 
on the field as well as how they understand and behave in it (Pervin & 
Mokhtar, 2022). The research paradigm chosen for this study is 
Interpretivism. The Interpretivist paradigm is centred on understanding 
that human experience is subjective (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). The 
Interpretivist paradigm seeks to gain a better understanding of the 
subjects being studied by entering their minds and gaining insight into 
how they understand, interpret, and make sense of a particular context 
(Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). Pervin and Mokhtar (2022) state that an 
interpretivist researcher thinks that reality is derived from an 
individual's subjective experiences of the outside world. Pervin and 
Mokhtar (2022) continue by stating that Interpretivists presume that 
meaning and knowledge result from interpretation; they reject an 
objective point of view on knowledge. Interpretive researchers assume 
that social creations like consciousness, shared meaning, and language 
are the only ways to access reality (Pervin & Mokhtar, 2022). Based on 
the above explanation of the Interpretivism paradigm, this study 
believes it is most suitable for my research, as it will enable me to gain a 
better understanding, from a first-person perspective (learners), of how 
being taught in a foreign language affects academic performance. 

Research approach 
Qualitative research is an approach that examines and provides an 

in-depth understanding of challenges that exist in the real world (Tenny 
et al., 2022). In qualitative research, the experiences, perspectives, and 
behaviours of participants are collected and organised (Tenny et al., 
2022). This approach provides answers to the 'Whys' and 'Hows' rather 
than answering to 'How much' or 'How many' (Tenny et al., 2022). 
Furthermore, Cleland (2017) states that at the core of qualitative 
research, open-ended questions are asked, such as "How" and "Why," 
and the answers to these questions are difficult to quantify. One of the 
benefits of qualitative research is that it can elucidate individuals' 
behavioural patterns and procedures that are difficult to measure (Foley 
& Timonen, 2015). In addition, Tenny et al. (2022) claim that phenomena 
such as attitudes, behaviours, and experiences can be challenging to 
quantify within the quantitative research approach (Tenny et al., 2022). 
However, qualitative research allows participants to express what they 
are feeling, thinking, and experiencing at a particular time or during an 
interesting occurrence (Tenny et al., 2022). It is possible to quantify 
qualitative data, but, at its core, qualitative data seeks patterns and 
themes that are challenging to measure (Tenny et al., 2022). It is crucial 
to ensure that the narratives and context of qualitative studies do not get 
misplaced or misinterpreted when attempting to measure something 
that is not supposed to be measured (Tenny et al., 2022). 
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A qualitative research approach was used in this study. After reading 
Creswell (2018), the researcher gained a better understanding of why 
this approach is suitable for my study. Creswell (2018) states that several 
scholars, such as Hatch (2002), Marshall and Rossman (2010), and 
Creswell (2016), have identified numerous characteristics of qualitative 
research. Just to name a few of these characteristics. Firstly, the 
qualitative research approach is conducted in a natural setting 
(Creswell, 2018). This means that researchers have face-to-face 
conversations with their participants and that this research is not 
conducted in labs (Creswell, 2018). Researchers take time to understand 
what their participants are feeling and thinking about a particular 
situation (Creswell, 2018). Furthermore, researchers use themselves as 
tools; they gather information from various sources, such as interviews, 
participant observation, and documents (Creswell, 2018).  

This study used the desktop research method to gather information. 
Wahid et al. (2023) explain that desktop research analyses previously 
conducted research to gain deeper insight into the field. Wahid et al. 
(2023) go on to elaborate that it uses information or data that is already 
available. Wahid et al. (2023) assert that desktop research is a study of 
past research, government statistics, reports, and sales records. 
Furthermore, there has been a rise in the volume of publications in 
academic literature (Wahid et al., 2023). 

Additionally, thousands of research reports, articles, and reviews are 
published daily (Wahid et al., 2023). Therefore, researchers have access 
to an abundance of peer-reviewed articles. Martins et al. (2018) explain 
that secondary data refers to any dataset that was not collected by the 
writer or data obtained from someone else. Martins et al. (2018) continue 
to say that secondary data can include information previously collected 
and used for a new research question, even if it was not used for its 
intended purpose.  

Research design 
According to Boru (2018), research design is the process of gathering, 

interpreting, reporting, and analysing information in research. 
Furthermore, a research design is a set of procedures for acquiring, 
collecting, and analysing data, and for using these data to address the 
research question (Boru, 2018). 

Document analysis was the research design used in this study. 
Document analysis is a methodical procedure for evaluating documents 
(Bowen, 2009). This can be done either through electronic or printed 
materials (Bowen, 2009). Dalglish et al. (2020) agree with Bowen (2009) 
by saying that document analysis can be defined as the systematic 
process used for evaluating and reviewing documents which could be 
used to generate questions, provide context, monitor the change that has 
been made over time, support other types of research information, and 
correlate with other sources (Dalglish et al., 2020). Dalglish et al. (2020) 
advised reviewing the document to obtain a general overview. In 
addition to glancing through the document, Dalglish et al. (2020) 
recommend reading it thoroughly to identify the relevant theme of the 
overall document and, ultimately, to interpret the main idea of the 
document (Dalglish et al., 2020). 

The reason for using document analysis in this study is that the topic 
being researched has been debated by researchers for years. Some 
researchers believe LoLT affects learners' academic performance, while 
others believe it does not. Document analysis provides researchers 
access to numerous journals and published articles through the 
internet/ printed materials, and permission from Authors is not 
required (Bowen, 2009). This research design is also cost-effective 
(Bowen, 2009). It would also help me, as the researcher, track the 
progress of the research topic and interpret the data gathered from 
various publications. 

Sampling procedure 
Purposive sampling was used in this study. This sampling method 

can also be referred to as selective, Judgmental, or purposeful sampling 
(Gill, 2020). According to Gill (2020), the researcher deliberately selects 
participants who are informed about the phenomenon under 
investigation. It includes homogeneous sampling, maximum variation, 

extreme case sampling, critical case sampling, and typical case sampling 
(Gill, 2020). Purposive or Judgmental sampling is based on the 
researcher's judgment of which participants are most suitable for 
achieving the study's goal (Etikan & Bala, 2017). Taherdoost (2016) 
explains that Judgmental or Purposive sampling is a method in which 
specific contexts, people, or events are selected intentionally to convey 
crucial information that cannot be obtained through other methods. This 
is where a researcher decides to include participants or cases in their 
research sample because they believe they are deserving of inclusion 
(Taherdoost, 2016). 

This study is a desktop study, meaning it used secondary data 
sources. Taherdoost (2021) explains that secondary data is data gathered 
from published sources. Furthermore, Taherdoost (2021) adds that this 
means the data were collected by someone else for a different purpose 
and can be used for other research purposes. For this study, data were 
collected from published sources, journals, government records, and 
public sector records. This study selected articles and published official 
documents that focus on the impact of using a second language as LoLT. 
ResearchGate, Google Scholar, EBSCOhost, Eric, using keywords such 
as Language of learning and teaching, Additional Language, Language 
policy in South Africa, mother tongue, and similar terms. Additionally, 
I will make extensive use of the University of the Free State library 
services. These sources provided me with secondary data.  

Data analysis 
In qualitative research, data analysis is the process of rigorously 

reviewing and organising observation notes, interview transcripts, and 
other non-textual resources gathered by the researcher to deepen their 
understanding of the phenomenon (Wong, 2008). Coding and 
categorising data are important components of the qualitative data 
analysis process (Wong, 2008). It entails minimising the volume of raw 
data, recognising noteworthy patterns, deriving meaning from the data, 
and ultimately constructing an orderly sequence of evidence (Wong, 
2008). Thematic data analysis was used in this study. According to 
Castleberry and Nolen (2018), Thematic data analysis is a process of 
identifying, analysing, and noting patterns (themes) within data. 
Thematic analysis is a descriptive tool used to reduce data flexibility and 
align with other data analysis tools (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). 
Thematic analysis is frequently employed to explore a wide range of 
research topics and questions with this type of data (Castleberry & 
Nolen, 2018). Using thematic data analysis, this study identified an 
emerging theme from the collected data. 

Data collection techniques 
Data collection in this study relied on internet searches using 

EBSCOhost, Google Scholar, ResearchGate, and ERIC. Furthermore, the 
University of the Free State's library services were extensively used, as 
was the librarian assigned to the Department. In addition, keywords 
such as 'Language of learning and teaching', 'Mother tongue', 'Mother 
tongue Education', 'Additional language', and 'language policy in South 
Africa' were used when selecting articles for this study. Articles were 
selected from peer-reviewed journals and officially published 
government documents that focus on the impact of using a second 
language as an LoLT. (National Education Policy Act, Section 3(4)(m), 
1996 - Language in Education, South African School Act, Section 6(1), 
1996 - The Norms and Standards and the South African Constitution, 
1996). These sources provided the secondary data used. 

Ethical considerations 
The University of the Free State's research ethics committee has yet 

to approve this study, as it is still pending ethical approval. All sources 
were cited in accordance with the Harvard referencing style to maintain 
scientific integrity, and the referenced work underwent regular 
plagiarism checks to prevent plagiarism. Trustworthiness is a crucial 
component of qualitative research, as it emphasises the legitimacy of the 
research process (Daniel, 2019). The study's findings should be as 
precise as possible (Daniel, 2019). Therefore, there was constant 
interaction with multiple reliable sources to ensure the acquisition of a 
rich, robust body of information. Credibility was ensured by presenting 
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data from various sources as they were. 

V. RESULTS  

Lack of grammar and vocabulary in the LOLT 
Vocabulary is important in the acquisition of a second or foreign 

language because when learners lack adequate vocabulary, they are 
unable to understand one another and express their emotions (Viera, 
2016). Similarly, Makgoale (2022) explains that recent advancements in 
second- and foreign-language learning have shown that non-native 
speakers need a solid vocabulary base. Makgoale (2022) asserts that, in 
addition to having strong vocabulary knowledge, grammar and 
pronunciation are equally important for using English effectively in any 
academic setting. Moreover, regardless of a learner’s proficiency in 
grammar and pronunciation, without adequate vocabulary, learners 
cannot effectively communicate (Makgoale, 2022). This is because (i) 
vocabulary conveys more of a text’s meaning than grammar does, (ii) in 
actuality, grammatical mistakes lead to grammatical errors, whereas 
improper vocabulary use has an impact on communication (Makgoale, 
2022). In other words, vocabulary is one of the linguistic elements that 
influence the development of learners' language abilities and 
communicative competence (Makgoale, 2022). Yule (2022) claims that 
language acquisition is the process of naturally learning a language 
through frequent communication. Subsequently, to effectively 
understand the LoLT, learners may need to reach a functional level 
(Makgoale, 2022).   

Brooks et al. (2021) state that vocabulary knowledge has been 
demonstrated to be an essential predictor of reading comprehension for 
both learners who use English as an additional language and learners 
who use English as their home language. Murphy and Unthiah (2015) 
claim that reading comprehension challenges are the primary cause of 
academic performance among English as an additional language 
learners. Researchers indicate that reading, especially reading 
comprehension, is problematic in rural schools in South Africa 
(Klapwijk, 2015; Pretorius & Lephalala, 2011). Klapwijk (2015) contends 
that the ability to read with understanding depends on the ability to 
read fluently from a young age. However, despite numerous attempts 
by the DoE (2011), reading remains a problem in primary schools.  

Performance of learners 
Scholars argue that there is a difference between learners' home 

language and their LoLT, which negatively affects learners' educational 
performance (Smits et al., 2008; Molteno, 2017). In addition, there are 
disadvantages to using a second language as LoLT, such as decreased 
attendance and performance in schools, learners repeating a grade, and 
higher school dropout rates compared to those taught in their home 
language (Molteno, 2017). Furthermore, Molteno (2017) claims that 
learners learn better when the LoLT is their home language because they 
can better understand their teachers. The use of home language as LoLF 
is also conducive to effective early literacy instruction. This is because 
language barriers emerge when learners are expected or required to 
decode a language that they do not comprehend before making a 
connection between the written and spoken Language (Smits et al., 2008; 
Molteno, 2017). 

In South Africa, the curriculum assumes that learners will be fluent 
readers by the end of grade 3. However, most learners are unable to 
master even the most fundamental reading skills, making it impossible 
for them to access the entire curriculum as they move on to higher 
grades (World Bank Group, 2018). Scholars state that, despite the 
government spending large sums on education, the performance of the 
South African educational system is below par in several areas, and its 
quality is poor (Van der Berg & Hofmeyr, 2018; Mlachila & Moeletsi, 
2019). 

Lack of resources 
Fesi and Mncube (2021) assert that South African schools, 

particularly those in rural areas, lack resources. In the same breath, Du 
Plessis and Letshwene (2020) write that schools in rural areas are usually 
of lower quality and have fewer resources than their urban 

counterparts. Jacobsohn (2017) adds that the worst-performing province 
is the Eastern Cape, with a 2016 pass rate of 63.3%. Jacobsohn (2017) 
further explained that this is because school infrastructure in the Eastern 
Cape is poor and there is a lack of resources and materials. Reche et al. 
(2012) write that a lack of resources affects the effectiveness of the 
lessons teachers deliver in the classroom. 

Lack of teachers training 
Pearce and Wood (2019) write that teachers are the most important 

participants in educational change, particularly those who shape 
classroom practice. Additionally, Lartec et al. (2014) state that the lack 
of teacher training means teachers are not prepared to teach learners in 
their mother tongue as the medium of instruction, given that learners 
speak different mother tongues. Lartec et al. (2014) add that teachers of 
multilingual learners should be provided with training and seminars, as 
they need guidance on how to handle learners who speak different 
languages. In these seminars and training sessions, teachers' knowledge 
is strengthened through the numerous workshops held. Training and 
seminars provide teachers with an opportunity to learn and interact 
with one another (Lartec et al., 2014). Furthermore, Lartec et al. (2014) 
recommend teacher training programmes to improve their skills and 
knowledge in implementing mother tongue-based instruction and to 
increase their vocabulary in the mother tongue they already use.  

Absence of books written in the mother tongue 
According to Trujillo (2020), materials need to be made available for 

both learners and teachers in the medium of instruction. To ensure that 
quality materials are made available, donors, Non-Governmental 
Organisations, and the government need to invest sufficient time in 
establishing, pilot-testing, and evaluating mother-tongue and second-
language materials. Lartec et al. (2014) share this view, stating that there 
are no textbooks or dictionaries in the mother tongue to accommodate 
learners with different mother tongues. Moreover, Lartec et al. (2014) 
add that the absence of books written in the mother tongue influences 
teaching, particularly when teachers need to translate for learners who 
speak different languages. 

Overcrowded classrooms 
 Fesi and Mncube (2021) assert that overcrowded classrooms are 

common in South African schools, especially in rural areas. According 
to the DBE (2014), the ratio of learners to teachers should be 30:1 in 
public schools. However, in many South African schools, this is not the 
case (Fesi & Mncube, 2021). Miron et al. (2018) argue that, in South 
Africa, the learner-to-teacher ratio is not implemented in many schools. 
Fesi and Mncube (2021) state that large classrooms lead to chaos, lack of 
focus, and classroom disturbances. 

Limited capacity for understanding 
According to Maddah (2019), English is now generally recognised as 

the Language of worldwide communication and is used as a medium of 
instruction in schools worldwide; as a result, effective communication 
in English is essential. Al-Khawaldeh et al. (2016) state that data 
gathered from non-English-speaking participants in the study at 
Hashemite University in Jordan revealed that these individuals have 
experienced numerous communication challenges when reading, 
writing, speaking, and listening in English. These challenges negatively 
affect participants' academic and professional development (Al-
Khawaldeh et al., 2016).  

Furthermore, Zoubi (2018) adds that the curriculum design, the 
teacher's approach to teaching, and learners' lack of motivation, 
practice, and interest are generally considered the primary root causes 
of students' difficulties in learning English. According to DBE (2014), 
reading, writing, speaking, and listening are all interrelated language 
skills. If the learner's reading abilities are limited, it influences their 
writing skills. The same holds for speaking and listening. 

VI. DISCUSSION 

The findings on this theme indicate that the acquisition of a second 
language and learners' vocabulary in the LoLT are important because 
they enable individuals to express their feelings and understand each 



Int. j. sud. syst. rev.                                                                      Omotayo-Ashafa & Kabi, 2026 

7 

other. Furthermore, learners need to possess solid vocabulary 
knowledge, in addition to their pronunciation and grammar, to perform 
well in the LoLT. 

Implications for the School. When learners' grammar and vocabulary 
in the LoLT used in their classroom are limited, it influences their 
performance. This is because Vocabulary proficiency is a key indicator 
of reading comprehension. Moreover, several scholars have stated that, 
in South Africa, grade 4 learners are unable to read for meaning, and 
that this is a problem in rural schools. There, it can be said that this issue 
does affect learners' academic performance, because how are they 
supposed to pass if they cannot read?  

The findings of this theme on learners' performance indicate that the 
use of an additional language does affect academic performance. It also 
led to a high dropout rate among learners, high absenteeism, and 
repeated grades. The poor performance of learners can be linked to the 
lack of grammar and vocabulary in the LoLT in South Africa. The LoLT 
is English, from grade 4 upwards, and learners are struggling to 
understand what they are being taught in a language that is not their 
mother tongue. Further, the World Bank Group (2018) notes that the 
South African curriculum expects learners to read fluently by the end of 
grade 3. However, that is not the reality, as many learners have not 
mastered the most fundamental reading skills.  

The findings in this theme are that schools in rural areas lack 
resources. Lack of resources also affected learners' academic 
performance. This often leads to poor learner performance because they 
are not provided with study materials, and their infrastructure is poor. 
According to Du Plessis and Letshwene (2020), a key element in 
assessing a learner's capacity to learn is the resources available to 
support the learning process. Furthermore, Equal Education (2015) adds 
that grade 3 learners in under-resourced schools tend to be a few years 
behind their peers in well-resourced schools. It was previously stated 
that grade 4 learners in South Africa cannot read for meaning and that 
schools in urban areas perform way better than schools with fewer or 
lower resources.  

Scholars hold that academic performance/achievement improves 
with sufficient resources (Jacobsohn, 2017; Nyandwi, 2014; Dhurumraj, 
2013). Similarly, Nyandwi (2014) states that resources are needed to 
transfer knowledge and facts and to maintain learners' interest in the 
subject. Lack of resources does not affect learners alone; it also affects 
teachers. When teachers are not provided with the necessary materials, 
it affects the effectiveness of the lesson. For example, when teachers do 
not have a teacher's guide or chalk/blackboards, and learners do not 
have study material, then it is difficult for teaching and learning to take 
place. 

The findings of this theme are that teachers, particularly those in 
rural schools, are not qualified to teach learners in either their mother 
tongue or in English as LoLT. In addition, teachers struggle to teach 
learners in a mother tongue that is not the same as the learners'. If 
teachers lack the training they need, it affects learners' performance. Fesi 
and Mncube (2021) assert that underqualified teachers and 
dysfunctional educational institutions cause the difficulties learners 
experience with reading in English.  

The finding on this theme is that the availability of study materials, 
including textbooks and dictionaries, in the mother tongue is limited. 
According to DoE (1997), learners are supposed to learn in their mother 
tongue from grades 1-3, and from grade 4 onwards, switch to English as 
LoLT. This transition can be very stressful for learners who have not 
mastered their mother tongue and are now expected to continue their 
academic life in a foreign language. However, material in their mother 
tongue to help them slowly transition is not provided. For example, 
Afrikaans learners have the privilege of finding textbooks written in 
their mother tongue, which can help them when they must translate 
between English and Afrikaans. However, that is not the case for black 
learners. 

The finding in this theme is that schools in rural areas in South Africa 
are overcrowded. According to DBE (2014), the recommended learner-

teacher ratio in public schools is 30:1; however, this ratio is not observed 
in rural schools. Scholars have reported that class size affects learners' 
academic performance and that classroom overcrowding negatively 
influences learners' performance (Fakude, 2012; Bakasa, 2011; 
Omwirhiren & Anderson, 2016). When teachers cannot attend to 
learners' individual needs, learners fall behind their peers. This also 
leads to high levels of frustration for teachers, as their workload is 
heavy. 

The findings on this theme indicate that learners whose mother 
tongue is not English often experience communication challenges when 
reading, writing, speaking, and listening in English. If learners have 
challenges with reading, writing, speaking, and listening in English, 
how are they supposed to perform well in school? So, clearly, this study 
can argue that learners' limited capacity to understand LoLT in a 
language other than their mother tongue negatively influences their 
academic performance. 

VII. CONCLUSION 

Drawing on Botha (2022), O'Connor and Geiger (2009), Weda and De 
Villiers (2019), and Lenyai (2011), these studies revealed that teachers 
face challenges when teaching a language that is not the learners' home 
language. This often leaves teachers feeling frustrated, as they must 
constantly switch between English and their mother tongue to help 
learners. However, their translation from English into the learners' 
mother tongue might not be accurate. Scholars claim that the use of an 
additional language affects learners' academic performance 
(Mgqwashu, 2002; Weideman & Van Rensburg, 2002). Weideman and 
Van Dyk  (2002) assert that one of the primary reasons many learners 
struggle academically is their low academic language competence. 
Weideman and Van Rensburg (2002) contend that academic 
performance continues to depend on having a strong academic 
language proficiency.  

This study aimed to investigate the impact of an additional language, 
such as LoLT, on learners' academic performance. This study 
determines the challenges teachers face when teaching in a language 
that is not the learners' home language. It also explores how an 
additional language used as LoLT impacts academic performance. This 
study, therefore, concludes that, after an extensive investigation, it can 
be agreed that using an additional language, including LoLT, harms 
learners' academic performance in South Africa. The value of this study 
lies in its contribution to knowledge about the impact of an additional 
language on learners' academic performance. This study will be useful 
to teachers, as they can identify learners' challenges and provide 
feedback to relevant stakeholders. This study will be useful to parents 
because it will help them understand the impact language has on their 
children's academic performance and guide them to the appropriate 
schools. This study guides policymakers, the Department of Education, 
and all stakeholders (language policy, South African Schools Act) to 
make the relevant amendments and implement the curriculum to 
accommodate learners' home language as their LoLT. 
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