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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

Mother tongue: Refers to the language that a learner has acquired in his/her early years and which has 
normally become his/her natural instrument of thought and communication. 

Home language: Refers to the language that is spoken most frequently at home by a learner.  

Language of learning and teaching (LOLT): Refers to the language medium in which learning and teaching, 
including assessment, takes place. 

Bilingualism: Refers to the ability to communicate effectively in two languages, with more or less the same 
degree of proficiency in both languages.

Multilingualism: Refers to the ability to speak more than two languages; or to be proficient in many languages.

Code switching: Refers to switching from one language of instruction to another language of instruction 
during teaching and learning. 

Dual medium of instruction: Refers to the use of two media (languages) of instruction by a teacher in a 
lesson, switching from one medium (language) to the other, on a 50:50 ratio. 

Language learning areas: Refers to any of the 11 official languages, other languages approved by the Pan 
South African Language Board (PANSALB), Braille and South African Sign Language, approved by UMALUSI. 

Language level: Refers to the level of proficiency at which language learning areas are offered at school (e.g. 
home language, first additional language, second additional language). 

Language proficiency: Refers to the level of competence at which an individual is able to use a language for 
both basic communication tasks and academic purposes.

African language: In the context of this report, the term refers to South Africa’s nine official languages namely: 
isiNdebele, isiXhosa, isiZulu, Sepedi, Sesotho, Setswana, Siswati, Tshivenda and Xitsonga. 

Single medium of instruction: Refers to the use of one medium (language) of instruction by a teacher in a 
class.

Single medium school:  Refers to a school that uses one medium of instruction (language) for all learners in 
all grades.

Parallel medium instruction: Refers to teaching that takes place in two or more languages of instruction in 
separate classes in the same grade.

Parallel medium school: Refers to a school that practices parallel medium instruction in all grades.

Preferred language of instruction: Refers to the (preferred) language of instruction indicated by a learner at 
the time of registration.

First additional language: Refers to a compulsory language subject that learners have to study at that level. 

Second additional language: Refers to a non-compulsory language subject that may be studied (by choice) 
by learners at that level. 



4

THE STATUS OF THE LANGUAGE OF LEARNING AND TEACHING (LOLT) IN SCHOOLS: A QUANTITATIVE OVERVIEW

LIST OF ACRONYMS

DBE: Department of Basic Education

EMIS: Education Management Information System 

GET:  General Education and Training 

HoD: Head of Department 

LiEP:  Language in Education Policy

LLC 1: First additional language

LLC 2: Second additional language 

LLC 3: Third additional language 

LOLT: Language of learning and teaching

LURITS: Learner Unit Record Information Tracking System 

NCS: National Curriculum Statement 

PANSALB: Pan South African Language Board 

PED: Provincial education department 

SASA: South African Schools Act 

SGB: School governing body 

UMALUSI: Council for Quality Assurance in General and Further Education and Training

Wits EPU: University of Witwatersrand  Education Policy Unit
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CHAPTER 1:  BACKGROUND 

1.1 Introduction

Language is commonly described as the means by which a person learns to organise experiences and 
thoughts. It stands at the centre of the many interdependent cognitive, affective and social factors that shape 
learning (Thomas and Collier, 2001). Consequently, it is crucial to study how language is being used for 
teaching and learning purposes in the schooling system. Questions surrounding the use of the language of 
learning and teaching (LOLT) in schools become particularly important in multilingual societies – especially for 
parents, educators and policy-makers. 

Research on the association between mother-tongue education and scholastic achievement points to a good 
correlation between the two (Myburgh, Poggenpoel and Van Rensburg, 2004; Burkett, Clegg, Landon, Reilly 
and Verster, 2001; Kaphesi, 2000; Howie, Venter and Van Staden, undated). It has been found that bilingual 
children perform better in school when the school effectively teaches the children’s home language and, where 
appropriate, develops literacy in that language (Cummins, 2001). By contrast, when children are encouraged 
to reject their home language, the development of that language stagnates and their personal and conceptual 
foundation for learning is undermined.

According to Myburgh et al. (2004), where learners do not speak the language of instruction, authentic 
teaching and learning cannot take place. It can be purported that such a situation largely accounts for the 
school ineffectiveness and low academic achievement experienced by students in Africa. It therefore becomes 
important to encourage the use of home language as the LOLT, especially in the earlier years of schooling.

The use of learners’ first language as the LOLT would be in line with the Education for All goals. Learning in 
one’s own language holds various advantages for the learner, including increased access, improved learning 
outcomes, reduced chances of repetition and drop-out rates, and socio-cultural benefits (World Bank, 2005).

1.2 Policy and legislative background

The language policy for schools is guided by principles derived from the Constitution of the Republic of South 
Africa (RSA, 1996a) and the South African Schools Act (SASA) (RSA, 1996b).  

The former Department of Education adopted the Language in Education Policy (LiEP) in 1997, and further 
clarified this policy in the Revised National Curriculum Statement (NCS) of 2002.

1.2.1 The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa 

The Constitution (RSA, 1996a) deals with the subject of language in a variety of inter-related ways. For the 
purposes of this report, however, only two important sections will be highlighted, namely the status of official 
languages in the country and the right of all to receive education in the official language(s) of their choice in 
public schools. 

The founding provisions of the Constitution note the 11 official languages of the Republic of South Africa as 
being Sepedi, Sesotho, Setswana, Siswati, Tshivenda, Xitsonga, Afrikaans, English, isiNdebele, isiXhosa and 
isiZulu. However, although section 6(2) of the founding provisions prioritises the need to “elevate the status 
and advance the use of indigenous languages” as a form of redress, section 6(4) restrains this provision by 
stating that “without detracting from the provisions of subsection (2), all official languages must enjoy parity of 
esteem and must be treated equitably”. The latter clause has important implications for the determination of 
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language policy in schools – particularly in the context of recent debates on the status of English as a medium 
of instruction in schools.

Section 29(2) of the Bill of Rights, which forms part of the South African Constitution, is unequivocal about 
the right of all to receive education in the official language(s) of their choice in public education institutions. 
However, the exercising of this right is fettered by the state’s ability to provide for this right only in a context 
where “that education is reasonably practicable”. The Bill of Rights does, however, point to principles that should 
be considered in order to ensure effective access to, and effective implementation of this right, namely the 
need for equity, redress and practicability. The Bill of Rights also compels the state to consider all reasonable 
education alternatives to promote the exercising of this right, including the establishment of single medium 
institutions. 

In effect, although the Constitution affords learners the right to learn in the language(s) of their choice, this right 
is tempered by the state’s ability to practically provide for its implementation. 

1.2.2 The South African Schools Act 

Section 6 of the South African Schools Act (SASA) (RSA, 1996b) prescribes several preconditions in relation 
to the determination of language policy in public schools. Of great importance for this report is the power that 
the Act confers on school governing bodies (SGBs) to determine the language policy of a school, albeit subject 
to the Constitution, SASA and any applicable provincial law. Indeed, the interpretation of this section of SASA 
has been the object of significant legal contestation, as is evidenced by the number of court cases pertaining 
to this matter.

Of further significance, is SASA’s holistic and inclusive approach to language policy, which has resulted in the 
inclusion of a clause that stipulates that “a recognised Sign Language has the status of an official language 
for purposes of learning at a public school”. It is therefore now common knowledge that, in the context of 
education, one speaks of 12 “official” languages, as opposed to the 11 stipulated in the Constitution. 

1.2.3 The Language in Education Policy

The underlying principle of the Language in Education Policy (LiEP) is to maintain the use of home language 
as the LOLT (especially in the early years of learning), while providing access to an additional language(s). The 
LiEP has the following stipulations:

• All learners shall be offered at least one approved language as a subject in Grades 1 and 2.

• From Grade 3 onwards, all learners shall be offered their LOLT and at least one additional approved 
language as a subject. 

• All language subjects shall receive equitable time and resource allocation. 

• Learners must choose their LOLT upon application for admission to a particular school. Where a school 
uses the LOLT chosen by the learner, and where there is a place available in the relevant grade, the 
school must admit the learner.

• Where no school in a school district offers the desired language as a medium of learning and teaching, 
the learner may request the provincial education department (PED) to make provision for instruction in 
his/her chosen language. The PED must make copies of the request and make it available to all schools 
in the relevant school district.
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• The PED must keep a register of requests by learners for teaching in a language or medium that cannot 
be accommodated by schools.

• It is reasonably practical to provide education in a particular LOLT if at least 40 learners in Grades 1 to 
6 or 35 learners in Grades 7 to 12 request it in a particular school.

In essence, the LOLT provided by a school depends to a large extent on the choices made by learners (or 
parents) in selecting their LOLT. The LiEP, read together with SASA, which confers certain rights on SGBs 
in determining the language policy of a school, places the emphasis on choice, rather than strong state 
intervention, as a basis for determining the policy pertaining to the LOLT in schools. 

In summary, the LiEP attempts to promote both the use of learners’ home languages in schools, as well 
as ensure that learners acquire an additional language of communication to facilitate the bridging of race, 
language and regional divides, while encouraging respect for others languages. 

1.2.4 The National Curriculum Statement 

The National Curriculum Statement (NCS) prioritises the importance of additive multilingualism and promotes 
the need for African languages to be taught at schools. It stipulates that:

• all learners study their home language and at least one additional language as language subjects from 
Grade 1; and 

• that all learners have studied an African language for a minimum of three years by the end of the 
General Education and Training (GET) band. 

1.3 Court cases in relation to the language policy in schools 

1.3.1 Introduction

A significant number of cases in respect of language policy in schools were brought before the courts. These 
cases have important implications for the interpretation of laws and policies on language and, consequently, 
their implementation.  The section below highlights the key points in relation to two landmark judgements. 

1.3.2 Court cases

NR Nkosi versus Durban High School Governing Body 

• A parent of a Durban High School learner claimed that her son (and other learners whose home language 
was isiZulu) were discriminated against by being taught in isiZulu as a third additional language (LLC 3), 
as opposed to isiZulu being taught at a higher level. 

• The parent testified that the school’s language policy was discriminatory, since isiZulu learners were 
negatively affected with regard to their proficiency in isiZulu.

• The court found that offering Afrikaans as a subject at a higher level (LLC 2) as compared to isiZulu, 
constituted unfair discrimination (on the part of the school) against all learners in those grades whose 
home language was isiZulu. 
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•	 The	Court	did	not	expressly	order	the	school	what	to	do,	but	instead	it	expressed	passing	remarks		that	
the	following	be	undertaken:

o A serious commitment by the state to provide the capacity, in terms of resources, in order to enable 
every public school in KwaZulu-Natal to be in the position to provide isiZulu at LLC 1 level.

o The necessary commitment on the part of all affected stakeholders.

• Furthermore, the court was asked by the parent to find that the school should provide isiZulu at LLC 1 
level. The court was not prepared to make such a finding because, to have done that, would in fact be 
treating the school (second respondent) as a sui	generis	(of its own kind) in that it would be expecting 
the second respondent to meet an ideal standard that no school in the province, or indeed in the country, 
meets. However, the court supported the notion that the Constitution is transformative.

• There was no specific implication for SGBs.

• The implication of this case is that schools are expected to familiarise themselves with the difference 
between fair and unfair discrimination when dealing with language issues. For instance, both Afrikaans 
and isiZulu were additional languages, but they were not offered at the same level and there was no 
evidence before the court as to the comparative number of learners with regard to the two subjects 
mentioned.

Hoërskool Ermelo versus the Head of the Mpumalanga Department of Education 

• The Head of Department (HoD) instructed the Principal of Ermelo High School, an Afrikaans medium 
school only, to admit 113 learners who could not be accommodated elsewhere [to be taught in English] 
for the 2007 academic year, which was contrary to the language policy of the school. 

• The HoD also decided to withdraw the SGB’s function of determining the language policy of the school 
with immediate effect. 

• The HoD appointed an interim committee to change the language policy of the school from an Afrikaans 
medium school to a parallel medium school.

• The court decision went in favour of the school, thus setting aside the HoD’s decision to withdraw the 
school’s function of determining its language policy. 

• The HOD appealed to the Constitutional Court, stating that the school was the only high school not filled 
to capacity. 

• The Constitutional Court found that a HoD may, on reasonable grounds, withdraw a school’s language 
policy.

• The power to determine the language policy in a public school must be exercised by the SGB, subject to 
the limitations that the Constitution and the Schools Act laid down, taking into consideration what is fair, 
practicable and enhances historical redress. 

• The court ordered the HoD to file a report to the Constitutional Court, setting out the likely demand for 
Grade 8 English places at the beginning of 2010, as well as setting out the steps that the Department 
had taken to satisfy this likely demand for an English or parallel medium high school in the circuit of 
Ermelo. 

• It further ordered the SGB of Ermelo to review and determine a language policy in terms of section 6(2) 
of the Schools Act and the Constitution.
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• In conclusion, the judge stated that the power to determine a school’s language policy was vested in the 
SGB. The judge emphasised, however, that this did not mean that the function to decide on a medium 
(language) of instruction in a public school is absolute, or that it was the exclusive preserve of the 
governing body.

• Section 6(2) of SASA makes provision that the SGB may determine the language policy of a school. The 
word “may” is used in this particular section and not the word “must,” which means that the power is not 
absolute.

• The HoD may only withdraw a function of an SGB “on reasonable grounds”. Again, the statute does not 
set any limitation beyond the requirement of reasonableness in withdrawing a function.

1.3.3 Implications of court judgements for language policy  

The court judgements confirmed the importance of ensuring that learners be given the choice of their home 
language as the LOLT or as an additional language. In recognising the right of a learner to receive education in 
an official language or in a language of one’s choice, the state is duty-bound to ensure effective access to the 
right to be taught in the language of one’s choice. This duty is coupled with the obligation on the state to ensure 
that there are sufficient school places for every child living in a province, as well as with the duty to ensure that 
a public school admits learners without unfair discrimination against them in any way.

1.4 Purpose of the report

The primary purpose of this report is to provide a trend analysis of language data for the period 1997/98 to 
2007, which constitutes the years for which the data was available. Trend data reveals patterns and shifts in 
the status of the language in schools over time, and provides a useful basis for assessing the effectiveness of 
policy implementation. 
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CHAPTER 2: METHODOLOGY

2.1 Research methods

The following research methods were adopted in the preparation of this report:

• Review of the literature [drawn largely from an internal report prepared by the Witwatersrand Education 
Policy Unit (Wits EPU) on behalf of the Department].

• A descriptive policy analysis. 

• Summarisation of court records.

• Descriptive analysis of quantitative data obtained from the Department’s Annual School Survey. 

Given the purpose and the nature of this report, this chapter focuses on methodological issues related to the 
descriptive analysis of the quantitative data. 

2.2 Descriptive analysis of quantitative data

2.2.1 Data source

Data on the status of LOLT in schools, as well as on language subjects offered by schools, is collected annually 
by the Department’s Education Management Information System (EMIS)  via the Annual School Survey. 

The Annual School Survey is a self-reporting tool responded to by school principals. It requires principals to 
provide the following aggregated language-related data (see Annexure A): 

• The number of learners according to their home language. 

• The number of learners learning in a particular LOLT, by grade.

• The number of learners enrolled for the first, second and third additional languages, by phase. 

This report draws upon the data provided by schools on the above issues to provide a picture of the trends in 
the status of both LOLT and additional languages in schools.

However, given the relatively poor item response rates on the language questions in the Annual School Survey 
by some schools, it was not possible to use the “raw” data provided by schools for the report. The DBE 
therefore commissioned Wits EPU to impute the data, with a view to improving the quality thereof for the 
purpose of analysis. This report therefore draws on the data that was imputed by Wits EPU in 2007. 

2.2.2 Limitations

Due to the unavailability of data at individual learner level, the report provides limited cross-tabulated analyses 
across variables. Nonetheless, the existing school-level aggregated data does serve as an excellent source of 
basic information. In addition, the adoption of certain assumptions in this report made it possible to undertake 
a comparison across some variables. 
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Future reports of this nature will, however, be less likely to be hampered by the absence of individual learner 
data. The successful roll-out of the Learner Unit Record Information Tracking System (LURITS) by the national 
and provincial education departments will, in time to come, no doubt result in the availability of more appropriate 
data. 

2.2.3 A cautionary note regarding data quality

Readers are cautioned about reading too closely into the actual data values presented in the report. It is 
advised that attention rather be paid to the broad patterns and trends revealed by the data.  

There are two reasons to be prudent about the interpretation of the data values presented in the report. Firstly, 
the data is self-reported data by school principals and often not sufficiently verified at provincial level. It is quite 
probable therefore, that the data provided by schools may not be accurate. Secondly, the analysis of trend 
data for the period 1997/98 to 2007 may provide a somewhat distorted picture of reality, which is due to the 
lack of consistency in the standard of data quality obtained over this period. EMIS has shown a significant 
improvement in the quality of its data over recent years. Hence, a comparative analysis of the data for the 
period 1997/98 to 2007 needs to be interpreted with caution.   

2.2.4 Reporting on the data 

The data on the status of language in schools is reported upon in two chapters. Chapter 3 reports on language 
data at the level of aggregate learners, while Chapter 4 reports on data at school level. 
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CHAPTER 3: QUANTITATIVE OVERVIEW OF LEARNER DATA ON 
LANGUAGE

                                                                    

3.1 Home language of learners 

Home language refers to the language that is spoken most frequently at home by a learner (DBE, 2010).  

Figure 1 indicates that, in 2007, the majority of learners in the school system (25%) used isiZulu as their home 
language. This was followed by learners whose home language was isiXhosa (20%). Only 10% and 7% of 
learners reported having Afrikaans and English as their home languages respectively. isiNdebele (at 2%) and 
Tshivenda (at 3%) were the least spoken home languages by learners. 

Figure 1: Percentage of learners by home language: 2007 

Source:	DoE:	2007	Annual	School	Survey	

Table 1 shows the distribution of learners according to home language across grades, in 2007. It reveals that 
in most instances, the proportion of learners according to their home language is relatively consistent across 
all grades, except in the case of isiXhosa, where there was a significantly lower proportion of isiXhosa learners 
in Grade 12 as compared to those in Grade 1. A superficial reading of the data suggests the possibility of a 
greater problem of drop-outs amongst isiXhosa home-language learners in relation to other learners. However, 
this analysis needs to be verified, using data over a twelve-year period. 

Table 1: Percentage of learners by home language and grade: 2007
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8 9.8 6.9 2 20.3 24.6 11.3 6.5 7.2 3.6 2.9 5.0 100
9 10.5 7.8 1.9 18.6 24.4 11.0 6.8 7.9 3.2 3.1 4.8 100
10 9.4 7.2 2.1 17.7 24.0 12.0 7.4 8.3 3.4 3.3 5.2 100
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12 8.8 7.8 2.2 15.4 26.3 12.6 6.3 7.4 3.8 3.8 5.6 100

Source:	DoE:	2007	Annual	School	Survey	

3.2 The overall LOLT of learners

 LOLT refers to the language or medium of instruction via which learning and teaching (including assessment) 
for all subjects is facilitated. Any of the 11 official languages (plus Sign Language) may be used for this 
purpose. The LOLT in a school is determined by SGBs who select the LOLT of their schools in accordance with 
section 6(2) of the South African Schools Act. 

Although the concept of LOLT sounds reasonably simple, in reality teaching and learning does not really take 
place in a single language. For example, anecdotal evidence points to instances where teaching and learning 
take place in one language, while assessment takes place in another. Alternatively, teaching and learning 
could take place in two languages in the same class via dual medium instruction. 

The Annual School Survey is, however, not equipped to capture details of such nuances. Consequently, this 
report can only provide formal information on LOLT as reported by schools in the Annual School Survey.  

Figure 2: Percentage of learners by language of learning and teaching: 2007

Source:	DoE,	2007	Annual	School	Survey
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Figure 2 shows the proportion of South African learners who were learning in a specific language (regardless 
of grade) in 2007. It indicates that the majority of learners in	the	school	system (65%) in 2007 learnt via the 
medium of English. The second most common language of learning amongst learners was Afrikaans at 12%. 
In the case of African languages, isiZulu and isiXhosa were the most commonly used languages for learning 
and teaching at 7% and 6% respectively.

Although English and Afrikaans were the dominant languages of learning and teaching in the school system 
as a whole, the pattern is not the same in the Foundation Phase Grades, as may be seen from Tables 2, 3 and 
4 below. 

3.3 The LOLT of Grade 1 learners   

Table 2: Percentage of Grade 1 learners by language of learning and teaching: 1998 to 2007

Percentage of learners by year 

LOLT 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

Afrikaans 5.1 6.2 7.8 6.7 9.3 8.3 9.0 8.6 7.5 9.5

English 31.7 30.3 26.3 27.7 33.9 29.3 26.3 24.6 22.3 21.8

isiNdebele 1.0 0.6 0.2 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.7

isiXhosa 16.2 18.3 39.4 28.2 14.9 16.0 16.0 16.3 15.9 16.5

isiZulu 17.0 19.3 12.9 15.1 15.1 23.1 22.8 23.4 24.1 23.4

Sepedi 8.7 7.2 1.3 5.9 6.7 6.2 7.5 8.0 9.4 8.3

Sesotho 5.7 5.7 4.6 5.7 5.7 5.1 5.0 4.8 5.0 4.7

Setswana 8.8 8.4 5.5 4.9 8.4 6.6 6.7 6.8 7.6 7.5

Siswati 0.0 1.1 1.0 1.1 1.1 1.0 1.2 1.8 1.9 2.1

Tshivenda 2.3 0.3 0.1 1.6 1.9 1.7 2.0 1.8 2.1 2.2

Xitsonga 3.5 2.6 0.4 2.2 2.5 2.2 2.8 3.0 3.4 3.1

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source:	DoE:	1998	to	2007	Annual	School	Survey	

Table 2 indicates that, in 2007, the majority of Grade 1 learners (23%) learnt via the medium of isiZulu, followed 
by English (22%). Close to 17% of Grade 1 learners learnt via the medium of isiXhosa, while the corresponding 
figure for Afrikaans was 10% in 2007. 

Despite the obvious discrepancies in the data shown in Table 2 for the period 1998 to 2007, the shifts in the 
pattern of LOLT provisioning in Grade 1 over the same period remain interesting. For instance, the proportion of 
Grade 1 learners learning via the medium of English declined significantly over this period, while the proportion 
of those learning via the medium of isiZulu and Afrikaans increased almost correspondingly. 

The proportion of Grade 1 learners learning via the medium of Afrikaans almost doubled over this period, 
from 5% in 1998 to almost 10% in 2007. This increase, read together with the declining use of English as a 
LOLT amongst Grade 1 learners over this period, could mean that greater numbers of Grade 1 African home 
language learners are learning via the medium of Afrikaans as compared to English. 
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3.4 The LOLT of Grade 2 learners   

Table 3 indicates that the LOLT of Grade 2 learners follows a similar pattern to that of Grade 1 learners, except 
that, in 2007,  English overtakes isiZulu as the dominant LOLT of Grade 2 learners (at 24%), followed closely 
by  isiZulu at 22%. 

Table 3: Percentage of Grade 2 learners by language of learning and teaching: 1998 to 2007

Percentage of learners by year 

LOLT 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

Afrikaans 5.7 6.8 8.9 7.8 10.8 9.0 9.3 9.5 7.9 9.6

English 35.3 35.7 31.2 30.5 37.6 33.8 29.9 27.3 24.6 23.8

isiNdebele 1.0 0.6 0.2 0.9 0.6 0.7 0.6 0.8 0.8 0.8

isiXhosa 12.5 14.1 31.9 25.2 12.3 13.0 13.8 14.9 13.8 15.0

isiZulu 15.7 16.8 12.8 14.9 12.0 20.7 21.6 20.8 22.1 21.7

Sepedi 8.7 7.1 1.6 5.8 6.8 6.0 7.2 7.9 10.5 9.1

Sesotho 5.5 6.2 4.8 5.8 6.3 4.8 5.1 5.0 4.9 4.8

Setswana 9.6 9.0 6.9 4.6 8.1 7.1 6.9 6.8 7.7 7.4

Siswati 0.0 0.7 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.8 1.0 1.8 1.9 2.1

Tshivenda 2.4 0.5 0.1 1.2 2.0 2.0 1.8 2.2 2.2 2.4

Xitsonga 3.4 2.6 0.4 2.4 2.6 2.1 2.7 3.0 3.6 3.3

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source:	DoE:	1998	to	2007	Annual	School	Survey	

As in the case of Grade 1, the use of English as a LOLT amongst Grade 2 learners, declined significantly over 
the period 1998 to 2007, from 35% in 1998 to 24% in 2007, while the use of Afrikaans and isiZulu as LOLTs 
increased simultaneously. 

3.5 The LOLT of Grade 3 learners   

In 2007, the LOLT of Grade 3 learners followed a similar pattern to that of Grade 2 learners, with the majority 
of these learners learning via the medium of English, followed by isiZulu.  However, the proportion of Grade 3 
learners learning via the medium of English was higher than for either Grade 1 or Grade 2 learners. While 22% 
of Grade 1 learners learnt via the medium of English in 2007, the corresponding figures for Grade 2 and Grade 
3 learners are 24% and 28% respectively.   

Table 4: Percentage of Grade 3 learners by language of learning and teaching: 1998 to 2007

Percentage of learners by year 

LOLT 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

Afrikaans 6.7 7.3 10.0 8.1 10.4 9.9 9.4 9.3 8.4 9.9

English 40.9 40.6 36.0 36.5 44.7 38.1 35.5 33.3 29.1 27.7

isiNdebele 1.0 0.5 0.2 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.5 0.7 0.7 0.8
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Percentage of learners by year 

LOLT 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

isiXhosa 10.9 12.5 28.2 21.4 10.1 12.7 12.4 12.6 12.2 14.0

isiZulu 12.9 14.5 10.7 12.9 10.3 16.8 19.2 20.1 20.0 20.1

Sepedi 8.0 6.3 1.4 5.3 6.1 5.8 6.6 6.9 10.2 9.2

Sesotho 5.0 5.8 5.0 5.3 6.0 4.8 4.7 4.6 4.8 4.4

Setswana 9.4 9.1 6.8 5.0 7.1 6.5 6.8 6.7 7.1 6.8

Siswati 0.0 0.6 0.5 0.7 0.7 0.7 0.8 1.3 1.5 1.7

Tshivenda 1.9 0.4 0.1 1.6 1.5 2.0 1.8 1.8 2.4 2.4

Xitsonga 3.1 2.4 0.5 2.4 2.6 2.1 2.4 2.6 3.4 3.1

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source:	DoE:	1998	to	2007	Annual	School	Survey	

As indicated in Table 4, the trend in data for the period 1998 to 2007 indicates that the proportion of Grade 3 
learners, whose LOLT was English, declined from 41% in 1998 to 28% in 2007, while those learning via the 
medium of Afrikaans, isiZulu and isiXhosa, increased.  

It may be concluded that the status of English as a medium of instruction amongst Foundation Phase learners 
declined significantly during the period 1998 to 2007, while that of isiZulu and Afrikaans increased almost 
correspondingly. Despite this shift, however, English remained the dominant medium of instruction amongst 
Grades 2 and 3 learners in 2007. 

3.6 The status of languages as a LOLT

Table 5: Percentage of learners by language of learning and teaching and grade: 2007

Percentage of learners by LOLT: 2007

LOLT Gr 1 Gr 2 Gr 3 Gr 4 Gr 5 Gr 6 Gr 7 Gr 8 Gr 9 Gr 10 Gr 11 Gr 12 SA

Afrikaans 9.5 9.6 9.9 12.3 12.2 12.2 13.2 13.1 14.0 12.7 12.1 12.8 11.9

English 21.8 23.8 27.7 79.1 81.1 81.6 80.6 80.9 80.0 81.2 82.0 81.4 65.3

isiNdebele 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.4

isiXhosa 16.5 15.0 14.0 3.1 2.5 2.0 1.9 1.6 1.4 1.3 1.2 1.5 5.5

isiZulu 23.4 21.7 20.1 1.5 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.1 1.1 1.1 1.1 1.1 6.8

Sepedi 8.3 9.1 9.2 1.1 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 1.0 1.0 1.0 3.1

Sesotho 4.7 4.8 4.4 0.5 0.4 0.3 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.4 0.3 1.6

Setswana 7.5 7.4 6.8 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.6 0.5 0.3 2.4

Siswati 2.1 2.1 1.7 0.4 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.7

Tshivenda 2.2 2.4 2.4 0.3 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.9

Xitsonga 3.1 3.3 3.1 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.8 1.4

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source:	DoE	2007	Annual	School	Survey	
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Table 5 indicates that, in 2007, 65% of learners in the school system learnt via the medium of English, while 
12% learnt via the medium of Afrikaans and 7% learnt via the medium of isiZulu. In effect, close to 80% of 
learners in the school system learnt via the mediums of English and Afrikaans in 2007.

In 2007, English remained the dominant medium of instruction across Grades 2 to 12, followed by Afrikaans, 
isiZulu and isiXhosa. However, isiZulu overtook English as the dominant medium of instruction amongst Grade 
1 learners in 2007. 

Table 5 also indicates that learners tend to learn via the medium of African languages in the Foundation Phase, 
but via the medium of English or Afrikaans in the higher grades.  

3.7 Learners learning in their home language  

The LiEP and the NCS encourage schools to promote the use of home language as a LOLT, particularly in the 
early years of schooling. 

Therefore, central to the analysis of the data on the home language and LOLT of learners, is the degree to 
which learners, particularly those in the Foundation and Intermediate Phases, are learning in their home 
languages. 

The report attempts to seek correspondence between learners’ home languages and their LOLT, despite the 
unavailability of individual learner data on these variables. It does so by adopting the following assumptions:

• If an African home language speaker’s LOLT is not their home language, their LOLT is probably English 
or Afrikaans.

• The LOLTs of all English and Afrikaans learners are probably their respective home languages.

3.7.1 Learners learning in their home language: Foundation Phase

Figure 3 indicates that, in 2007, some 80% of Foundation Phase learners were learning in their home language. 
It also indicates a steady and significant increase in the proportion of Foundation Phase learners who have 
been learning in their home language since 1998. For instance, while only 55% of Foundation Phase learners’ 
LOLT was their home language in 1998, this figure increased to 80% in 2007. 

Figure 3: Percentage of learners learning in their home language in the Foundation Phase: 1998 to 2007

Source:	DoE:	1998	to	2007	Annual	School	Survey
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Figure 4 indicates the percentage of African home language learners who learnt in their home languages in 
the Foundation Phase for the period 1998 to 2007. It can be observed that 76% of African home language 
learners’ LOLT was their home language in 2007. 

Since 1998, the trend of this phenomenon indicates that significantly greater proportions of African home 
language learners were learning in their home language in 2007, compared to 1998.  

Despite this significant shift (since 1998), close to 25% of African home language Foundation Phase learners’ 
LOLT was not their home language in 2007. 

Figure 4: Percentage of African home language learners learning in their home language in the 
Foundation Phase: 1998 to 2007

Source:	DoE:	1998	to	2007	Annual	School	Survey

3.7.2 Learners by home language, LOLT and non-LOLT

This subsection summarises the relationship between the home language, the LOLT and non-LOLT of 
Foundation Phase learners in 2007. 

Please	 note:	 In	 Figure	 5,	Non-LOLT	 refers	 to	 the	 number	 of	 learners	who	 are	 not	 learning	 in	 their	 home	
language.

Figure 5 indicates the number of Foundation Phase learners according to their home language, the language 
in which they are learning (their LOLT), as well as their Non-LOLT.

Figure 5 indicates that, in 2007, while there were 307 511 Foundation Phase learners whose home language 
was Afrikaans, more than this number of learners (316 316) actually learnt via the medium of Afrikaans. This 
means that close to 9 000 Foundation Phase learners were learning via the medium of Afrikaans, even though 
their home language was not Afrikaans. 

Similarly, close to 800 000 Foundation Phase learners were taught via the medium of English, while only 187 
384 learners’ home language was English. This means that more than 600 000 Foundation Phase learners 
(20%) did not learn via the medium of their home language in 2007 (as is shown in Figure 3). 



19

THE STATUS OF THE LANGUAGE OF LEARNING AND TEACHING (LOLT) IN SCHOOLS: A QUANTITATIVE OVERVIEW

Figure 5: Number of learners by home language, language of learning and teaching and non-language 
of learning and teaching in the Foundation Phase: 2007

Source:	DoE:	2007	Annual	School	Survey

3.7.3 Learners learning in their home language: Intermediate Phase (trend over time)

Figure 6 indicates a significantly lower correspondence between home language and LOLT in the Intermediate 
Phase, compared to the Foundation Phase for the period 1998 to 2007. 

In 2007, about 27% of Intermediate Phase learners were learning in their home language. The trend since 
1998 (taking into account data discrepancies) indicates a moderate increase in the proportion of learners in 
the Intermediate Phase, learning in their home language. 

Figure 6: Percentage of Intermediate Phase learners learning in their home language: 1998 to 2007 

Source:	DoE:	1998	to	2007	Annual	School	Survey
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3.7.4 Learners learning in their home language: Intermediate Phase (by language)

Table 6 also indicates that a large proportion of Intermediate Phase learners, whose home language was 
neither English nor Afrikaans, were learning via the medium of these languages. However, an interesting 
pattern can be observed in the trend data for Afrikaans and English. It is evident that over recent years, more 
learners whose home language is not Afrikaans, are learning via the medium of Afrikaans, while fewer learners 
whose home language is not	English, are learning via the medium of English. 

Table 6: Correspondence between home language and LOLT in the Intermediate Phase: 1998 to 2007

Percentage of learners by home language and LOLT
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1998 62.9 1214.0 8.5 1.5 7.6 7.3 5.5 14.3 0.0 7.5 7.6

1999 64.3 1157.3 2.1 2.0 3.5 7.3 4.3 5.9 4.7 1.5 6.4

2000 107.1 1479.5 8.1 2.2 4.1 8.0 2.2 7.6 7.3 16.5 7.1

2001 123.3 1097.3 11.3 1.2 2.6 8.1 1.9 5.2 13.0 14.0 10.3

2002 112.7 1655.7 11.2 2.0 3.7 4.9 2.1 4.5 8.3 4.4 5.6

2003 108.6 1402.8 6.5 11.7 8.8 6.8 2.8 6.4 4.1 5.5 5.2

2004 109.9 1369.0 1.8 11.7 5.9 5.0 4.4 9.5 3.6 3.7 6.6

2005 109.5 1235.1 10.1 10.7 4.8 9.4 4.8 8.1 15.5 7.5 7.3

2006 122.3 1148.1 7.4 10.7 8.5 7.2 4.9 5.6 18.5 4.6 6.1

2007 124.1 1115.3 18.1 12.5 4.9 9.8 6.4 7.1 11.0 9.5 13.6

Source:	DoE:	1998	to	2007	Annual	School	Survey	

3.8 Learners studying an additional language 

Although the NCS calls upon schools to offer a language subject at the additional language level as from 
Grade 1, in practice this did not happen. 

Table 7 indicates that, in 2008 and 2009, less than 5% of learners actually studied a language subject at the 
additional language level in the Foundation Phase. This means that schools did not really implement the 
curriculum policy of introducing a language subject at the additional language level in the Foundation Phase. 
Moreover, it means that learners who are learning in their home language in the Foundation Phase, and who 
learn via the medium of English and Afrikaans from Grade 4 onwards (by far the majority in the system), do not 
study English or Afrikaans as a subject at an additional language level in the Foundation Phase.

For instance, in 2009, less than 1% of learners studied English as an additional language in the Foundation 
Phase, while only 1% of learners studied Afrikaans as an additional language. This despite the fact that the 
majority of learners in Grade 4 learnt via the medium of either English or Afrikaans, as is indicated in this report. 
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Table 7: Number and percentage of learners studying an additional language in the Foundation Phase: 
2008 and 2009

Additional 
Language

2008 2009

Number of 
learners studying 

an additional 
language

% of learners 
studying an 
additional 
language

Number of 
learners studying 

an additional 
language

% of learners 
studying an 
additional 
language

Afrikaans 64 800 1.4 41 221 1.0

English 43 801 0.9 38 590 0.9

isiNdebele 1 167 0.0 374 0.0

isiXhosa 15 594 0.3 15 674 0.4

isiZulu 40 997 0.9 34 972 0.8

Sepedi 3 278 0.1 2 300 0.1

Sesotho 6 154 0.1 3 410 0.1

Setswana 4 323 0.1 4 258 0.1

Siswati 1 886 0.0 1 405 0.0

Tshivenda 952 0.0 855 0.0

Xitsonga 1 392 0.0 1 278 0.0

Source:	DoE:	2008	and	2009	Annual	School	Survey	

3.9 Discussion 

A significant finding of the report is that, in 2007, some 80% of Foundation Phase learners were learning in 
their home language. This represents a significant shift since 1998, when only 55% of Foundation Phase 
learners were learning in their home language. 

The immediate question that comes to mind when engaging with this finding, is that if, over the past decade, 
a significantly greater proportion of Foundation Phase learners have been learning in their home language, 
why is there no corresponding improvement in learning, especially in Grade 3, as one might have expected 
to see, given what is known about the relationship between learning in the home language and learning 
outcomes? More specifically, there needs to be an investigation into why the greater correspondence between 
home language and LOLT has not translated into improved learning outcomes; whether other factors affecting 
learner performance have a more greater influence than LOLT, or whether more is required than simply having 
learners learning in their home language.  

This chapter shows that, while the majority of learners learn via the medium of an African language in the 
Foundation Phase, they usually learn via the medium of English or Afrikaans in the Intermediate Phase. 

In addition, although the home language of the majority of learners in the country is isiZulu (25%), followed by 
isiXhosa (20%), Afrikaans (10%) and English (7%), the majority of learners in the school	system learn via the 
mediums of English (65%) and Afrikaans (12%) respectively.  
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The dominance of English as the LOLT in the school system is a reflection of a combination of factors, namely 
parental preference, tradition and capacity. English is usually favoured as a LOLT for the following reasons:

• It is associated with economic growth.

• It is a global language.

• It is useful for future studies, as tertiary education tends to be offered in English.

• It is a common language in the working environment. 

It is worthwhile to note though that, while English remains the dominant LOLT in the school system, the use of 
English as a medium of instruction in the Foundation Phase has declined over the past decade, while that of 
Afrikaans and African languages has increased over the same period. 
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CHAPTER 4: QUANTITATIVE OVERVIEW OF SCHOOL LEVEL 
DATA ON LOLT

4.1 Background

The capacity of schools to facilitate teaching and learning in an appropriate language is a reflection of both 
access to, and the quality of the school system. 

An insight into the extent to which schools offer LOLT in line with standards and expectations, undoubtedly 
contributes towards an understanding of the gap between policy and practice. This, in turn, is expected to 
influence the kind of interventions required to implement or review policy. 

This section of the report poses the question: What languages of learning and teaching do schools offer and 
in what combinations, numbers and proportions? 

Schools offer LOLT in a myriad of combinations. Some schools offer only one LOLT within and across each of 
their grades. Others offer two or more LOLTs, both within and across each of their grades. Even more schools 
offer more than one LOLT in the Foundation Phase, but limit themselves to offering a single LOLT, usually from 
Grade 4 onwards. 

Historically, schools were categorised as single medium, parallel medium or dual medium, depending on the 
ways in which they offered LOLTs. However, there are two problems pertaining to the use of these categories. 
Firstly, these categories do not adequately reflect the new context of schools, which is characterised by many 
new combinations of LOLT offerings. Secondly, the concepts themselves have undergone a change in meaning 
over the years and are therefore open to interpretation. 

This chapter provides a simple profile of schools according to the ways in which they offer LOLTs. It adopts a 
system of classifying schools in accordance with the number of LOLTs offered within and across grades. The 
terminology used to classify schools in accordance with the various LOLT categories was obtained from the 
Department’s Dictionary	of	Education	Concepts	and	Terms	(DBE, 2010).

4.2 Single medium schools

The following subsection provides an overview of single medium schools. Single medium schools are defined 
as schools that use only one medium of instruction for all learners in all grades (DBE, 2010). 

For the purposes of this report, Afrikaans single medium schools are regarded as schools that offer only 
Afrikaans as their LOLT in every grade and class. These schools do not offer any other language(s) as a LOLT. 
A similar approach applies to English single medium schools. 

Table 8 reflects the total number of single medium schools by LOLT for the period 1998 to 2007. Much of the 
data in this table reflects inconsistent trends over time and should therefore be read with caution. The data 
does, however, provide a useful reflection of the status of single medium schools in the country and how this 
situation has changed over time. An additional factor to consider when looking at Table 8, is the decline in the 
total number of schools in the country since 1998, as a result of the closure of smaller schools. The reduction 
in the number of single medium schools could therefore be attributed to this phenomenon, rather than to 
language policy shifts in schools. 

In 2007, there were close to 6 000 single medium schools in the country. The majority of these were English 
medium schools by far, followed by Afrikaans medium schools (see Table 8). 
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The number of English single medium schools increased significantly between 1998 and 2007 (from about 
3 000 in 1998 to more than 4 000 in 2007), while the number of Afrikaans single medium schools declined 
somewhat during the same period (from 1 227 in 1998 to 1 174 in 2007). The decline in the number of Afrikaans 
single medium schools may be attributed to a shift towards parallel medium instruction in these schools (as is 
indicated in Figure 7), and does not reflect a reduction in the status of Afrikaans as a medium of instruction in 
schools. 

Of interest is the modest increase in the number of African language single medium schools since 1998. Table 
8 shows evidence of a minor but visible increase in the number of isiZulu, Sepedi, Setswana and Xitsonga 
single medium schools. 

Table 8: Number of single medium schools by LOLT: 1998 to 2007 

 LOLT 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

Afrikaans 1 227 1 252 1 218 1 199 1 210 1 189 1 160 1 171 1 173 1 174

English 2 991 3 821 3 046 3 752 3 444 3 906 3 975 4 033 4 122 4 342

isiNdebele 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

isiXhosa 35 28 25 25 19 19 20 21 18 29

isiZulu 20 16 16 14 11 11 13 15 16 41

Sepedi 2 2 2 1 1 4 6 5 3 8

Sesotho 22 8 7 7 4 3 2 1 0 0

Setswana 4 5 4 1 3 2 1 2 2 22

Siswati 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Tshivenda 0 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

Xitsonga 1 2 1 2 2 3 4 4 2 24

Total 4 302 5 136 4 319 5 003 4 696 5 139 5 183 5 254 5 338 5 643

Source:	DoE:	1998	to	2007	Annual	School	Survey

Figure 7 reflects the shift in the percentage of English and Afrikaans single medium schools for the period 1997 
to 2007. 

Figure 7 indicates that, in 2007, some 17% of all schools in the country were English single medium schools, 
while close to 5% of the schools in the country were Afrikaans single medium schools.  

The proportion of English single medium schools increased from 14% in 1997 to 17% in 2007, while the 
proportion of Afrikaans single medium schools decreased by less that 1% over the same period. However, the 
latter is offset by the increase in the number of Afrikaans parallel medium schools in the country, as reflected 
in Table 9. 
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Figure 7: Proportion of English and Afrikaans single medium schools: 1997 to 2007 

Source:	DoE:	1997	to	2007	Annual	School	Survey

4.3 Parallel medium schools

Parallel medium schools are schools that offer two or more mediums of instruction in different classes in the 
same grade for all grades in the school (DBE, 2010). Therefore, a parallel medium school would offer at least 
two LOLTs in each of its grades.  

In 2007, there were close to 13 000 parallel medium schools in the country. This translates into approximately 
51% of schools in the country being categorised as parallel medium.

The total number of parallel medium schools in the country increased from 9 436 in 1997 to 12 958 in 2007. 

Most parallel medium schools in the country offer either English or Afrikaans, in combination with other 
languages, as their medium of instruction. This report therefore examines the phenomenon of parallel medium 
schools in the context of English and Afrikaans.  

4.3.1 English parallel medium schools

For the purposes of this report, English parallel medium schools are regarded as schools that offer two or more 
mediums of instruction in different classes in the same grade for all grades in the school, with English as the 
school’s consistent LOLT offering.

Figure 8 reflects the proportion of schools in South Africa that may be regarded as English parallel medium 
schools for the period 1997 to 2007. 

In 2007, isiXhosa and isiZulu were the dominant languages, combined with English, in parallel medium 
schools. Close to 17% of schools in the country were English/isiXhosa parallel medium schools; while close to 
14% were English/isiZulu parallel medium schools. About 9% of schools in the country were English/Afrikaans 
parallel medium schools in 2007.
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However, Figure 8 points to a decline in the proportion English/isiXhosa and English/isiZulu parallel medium 
schools over the period 1997 to 2007. English/isiXhosa parallel medium schools declined in proportion from 
22% in 1997 to 17% in 2007, while English/isiZulu medium schools declined from 18% in 1997 to 14% in 2007 
(with fluctuations in between the years). The decline in the number of English/isiZulu parallel medium schools 
could probably, to some extent, be explained by the increase in the number of isiZulu single medium schools, 
as indicated in Table 8. 

It is perhaps of interest to note is that the proportion of English/Afrikaans parallel medium schools remained 
constant at approximately 9% for the period 1997 to 2007 (see Figure 7).  

Figure 8: Proportion of English parallel medium schools by LOLT: 1997 to 2007

Source:	DoE:	1997	to	2007	Annual	School	Survey

4.3.2 Afrikaans parallel medium schools

For the purposes of this report, Afrikaans parallel medium schools are regarded as schools that offer two or 
more mediums of instruction in different classes in the same grade for all grades in the school, with Afrikaans 
as the school’s consistent LOLT offering.

Table 9 indicates that, in 2007, there were over 2 300 Afrikaans parallel medium schools in the country, with 
English as the dominant language, combined with Afrikaans, in such schools. The data indicates that there 
are hardly any Afrikaans/African language parallel medium schools in the country. The number of Afrikaans/
English parallel medium schools appears to have increased over the period 1997 to 2007 (with unaccounted 
for fluctuations in between). 
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Table 9: Number of Afrikaans parallel medium schools by language and year: 1997 to 2007 
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1999 2 303 1 0 0 1 2 1 0 0 0

2000 2 143 1 2 0 0 0 2 0 0 0

2001 2 261 1 2 0 2 0 3 0 0 0

2002 2 242 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0

2003 2 328 0 3 0 1 0 2 0 0 0

2004 2 343 0 5 0 1 1 2 0 0 0

2005 2 377 1 5 0 1 1 1 0 0 0

2006 2 378 0 6 3 1 0 3 0 0 0

2007 2 326 1 6 2 2 0 1 0 0 0

Source:	DoE:	1997	to	2007	Annual	School	Survey

4.4 Schools by LOLT

This section provides an overview of the number of schools that offer a particular LOLT in any grade. 

Figure 9 indicates that, irrespective of consideration of grade, the majority of schools offer English, isiXhosa, 
isiZulu and Afrikaans as LOLTs.   

In 2007, close on 23 000 schools offered English as the LOLT in a grade, while close on 5 000 schools offered 
isiXhosa and isiZulu as a LOLT in a grade. More than 3 500 schools offered Afrikaans as a LOLT in a grade 
in 2007.

Not surprisingly, relatively smaller numbers of schools offered Siswati, isiNdebele, Tshivenda and Setswana 
as LOLTs in 2007 (perhaps in combination), reflecting issues such as demographics, choice of school and the 
capacity of schools to offer African languages as LOLTs. 

It is evident from Figure 9, however, that in general, the number of schools that offered all African languages 
as LOLTs increased between 1998 and 2007. This increase is particularly significant in the case of Tshivenda 
and Xitsonga.  
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Figure 9: Number of schools by LOLT: 1998 to 2007

Source:	DoE:	1998	to	2007	Annual	School	Survey

4.5 Discussion   

This chapter notes that, in 2007, there were 6 000 single medium schools and 13 000 parallel medium schools 
in the country. The balance of the schools (approximately 6 532) was neither single medium nor parallel 
medium. This means that these schools offered different LOLTs across their grades. In such instances, it is 
common for schools to offer, for example, English/isiZulu in the Foundation Phase and then offer only English 
as the LOLT from Grade 4 onwards. These kinds of schools have been referred to by some as transitional 
schools. 

There has been an increase in the number and percentage of English single medium schools in the country 
since 1998, and a decline in the number and percentage of Afrikaans single medium schools over the same 
period. However, the latter is offset by the increase in the number of Afrikaans parallel medium schools. 

Of note is the modest increase in the number of African language single medium schools since 1998. However, 
the number of schools that offer African languages as LOLTs (especially Tshivenda and Xitsonga) increased 
significantly between 1998 and 2007.
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 

This is an important study, especially considering the fact that “language is not everything in education, but 
without language everything is nothing in education” (Wolf, 2006).

This report provides a quantitative overview of the status of language in schools, including changes in trends in 
language provisioning over the past decade. It is limited in scope, as it does not provide textured and nuanced 
insights into how language issues manifest themselves in schools. Nonetheless, the report does provide a 
useful framework to facilitate an understanding of the structural issues related to language in education. 

The findings of this report can be summarised as follows: 

• There is an inconsistency between LiEP and the NCS with regard to the grade in which a language 
subject should be introduced at an additional language level. 

• The home languages of the majority of learners in the country are isiZulu and isiXhosa respectively. 

• Between 1998 and 2007, there was a significant increase in the percentage of Foundation Phase 
learners who learned in their home language. 

• The majority of Foundation Phase learners learn in their home language (80%), but the 20% that do not 
translates into 600 000 learners.

• The majority of learners do not learn in their home language from Grade 4 onwards. English and 
Afrikaans are the dominant LOLTs after Grade 3. 

• The majority of learners do not study English or Afrikaans as a subject (at either home language or 
additional language level) in the Foundation Phase, even though they learn via the medium of English 
or Afrikaans from Grade 4 onwards. 

• The number and percentage of African language single medium schools increased modestly over the 
past decade.  

• Although the number of Afrikaans single medium schools declined over the past decade, there was a 
corresponding increase in the number of Afrikaans parallel medium schools over this period.  

The report recommends the following:

• The LiEP and NCS should be streamlined to promote a common purpose and emphasis.

• The policy on African languages should be stated with greater clarity.  

• In the Foundation Phase, teaching and learning material should be made available in all languages. 

• Teacher training and development programmes should include issues related to language. 
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