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Good morning, esteemed colleagues, distinguished guests, educators, cultural leaders, and friends,

Heritage Day is a day of immense significance in South Africa’s cultural and historical landscape. 
This is a day, when we celebrate not only the rich tapestry of our diverse heritage but also the role of language, which is at the core of our identity, in shaping the future of our country. 
I wish to extend my heartfelt gratitude to TAQA, the Pan South African Language Board, and the Department of Basic Education for their strategic partnership resulting in this important event, in collaboration with our valued stakeholders. 
Today, we come together to reflect on the Mother Tongue-Based Bilingual Education (MTbBE) program, its journey, and its promise for the future of education in South Africa.

As we gather, we are reminded of the transformative potential that lies in embracing our languages and heritage, not just as relics of the past but as active forces in shaping our future.
Our Constitution guarantees us the right to education in one’s mother tongue, yet for too many of our children, this remains a distant promise. Today, less than a quarter of the population – speakers of English and Afrikaans – fully benefit from this right beyond Grade 3. The vast majority of our learners, whose mother tongues are the indigenous languages of Africa, still face significant educational barriers as they transition to English or Afrikaans as the primary language of instruction.



The Importance of Mother Tongue Education

Extensive research affirms what many of us have always known instinctively – that children learn best in their home languages. Their cognitive development, ability to comprehend complex concepts, and overall academic achievement are significantly enhanced when they receive instruction in their mother tongues. Studies suggest that children require at least eight years of mother-tongue instruction before successfully transitioning to a second language for learning. This understanding underpins the rationale behind the MTbBE program.

Launched in the Eastern Cape in 2012, the MTbBE pilot has been an essential step toward realizing the constitutional right to mother-tongue education for all South African children. We know that education is one of the most powerful tools for addressing inequality, and by embracing mother-tongue-based instruction, we take an important step towards dismantling the remnants of apartheid-era biases that continue to disadvantage the majority of our learners.

Progress and Expansion of the MTbBE Program

The success of the MTbBE program in the Eastern Cape has demonstrated that learners who receive instruction in their home languages consistently outperform their peers in key subjects, such as mathematics and science. The program’s positive outcomes not only reflect its value in improving educational achievement but also affirm the importance of preserving our linguistic diversity as part of our heritage.

As we look toward 2025, the planned national expansion of the MTbBE program represents a critical moment for South African education. The Grade 4 rollout will bring mother-tongue instruction to classrooms across the country, ensuring that our children can learn and thrive in their languages. This initiative is about more than educational success; it is about restoring dignity and pride in African languages, contributing to the strengthening of our education system, and reaffirming that our languages have a rightful place in the global knowledge economy.

Celebrating African Languages and Multiculturalism

Today’s Heritage Day celebration is an opportunity to honour the languages that connect us to our history, our communities, and our ancestors. African languages are not only carriers of cultural knowledge and traditions; they are also dynamic, living languages with the capacity to grow and evolve in the modern world. By promoting mother-tongue-based bilingual education, we are reinforcing language as a key component of identity and heritage.

Our linguistic diversity is a national asset, one that enriches our society and strengthens our multicultural fabric. The MTbBE program supports this diversity by ensuring that education does not come at the cost of losing one’s identity. Instead, it promotes bilingualism and multilingualism, allowing learners to become proficient in their home language while gaining fluency in additional languages, including English. This is a model that aligns with UNESCO’s theme for International Literacy Day this year: “Promoting Multilingualism.” Multilingualism fosters mutual understanding and peace – values that are crucial to building a cohesive and prosperous society.

Collaboration and Stakeholder Engagement

This Heritage Day event is a testament to the power of collaboration. Today, we bring together a broad range of stakeholders – from educators and school governing bodies (SGBs) to cultural leaders and policymakers. The success of the MTbBE program, and indeed the future of South African education, depends on the collective efforts of all sectors of society and therefore partnerships will remain a key enabler for us.

I wish to acknowledge the crucial role played by our partners, including TAQA and other stakeholders who have championed this cause and worked tirelessly to promote multilingualism in education. Initiatives like video-books and digital tools are enhancing access to mother-tongue resources and making it easier for teachers, learners, and parents to embrace bilingual education.

Moving forward, we need continued engagement with parents and communities to ensure they understand the long-term benefits of mother-tongue education for their children. We must foster environments where language diversity is celebrated, not feared, and where learners are encouraged to develop their full linguistic potential. I encourage all of you to take part in these efforts, to advocate for mother-tongue education in your communities, and to support the national expansion of the MTbBE program.





Conclusion

In conclusion, the MTbBE program is not just an educational reform; it is a reaffirmation of our commitment to justice, equity, and dignity for all South Africans. By investing in mother-tongue education, we are not only improving learning outcomes but also preserving our languages, cultures, and identities for future generations. 

As we celebrate Heritage Day, let us remember that our languages are more than just a means of communication; they are the soul of our nation. I call upon all stakeholders – educators, parents, cultural leaders, and policymakers – to continue working together to ensure the success of the MTbBE program and to build an education system that truly reflects the values of our democratic society.

Thank you, and may we continue to work together to build an inclusive, multilingual future for South Africa.
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