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In academic institutions, globally, language remains an undisputed channel for expressing authority,
power, privilege, racial superiority, and social class (hooks, 1994; Nieto, 2010).The plurality of linguistic
resources that people use in their everyday lives for meaning making have not been recognised as
legitimate practices (McKinney, 2016); instead, African languages remain at the periphery of the
education system. Languages are not unequal—Ilanguages do not oppress other languages—that is, it
is not the language itself that oppresses “but what the oppressors do with it, how they shape it to
become a territory that limits and defines, how they make it a weapon that can shame, humiliate,
colonize” (hooks, 1994, p. 168). The ERSC journal is concerned with disseminating research that
contributes to social change. As such, this themed issue focuses on linking language to social justice
and critical pedagogy. Linking language to social justice and critical pedagogy calls for an education
system that has a strong agenda for change, and is aimed at developing students who are active,
engaged citizens who will be able to question the practice of hegemonising certain languages and
silencing others. In this collected issue, we present six papers contributed by a group of experts in
language practice, language in education, and academic literacy-related discourse who have
successfully addressed salient issues in relation to language, social justice, and critical pedagogy in
higher education.

These papers illustrate the various dimensions, as well as considerable complexities, associated with
linking language to social justice and critical pedagogy in higher education. Relevant to this
observation, Paris and Alim (2014) have made a convincing argument in advocating for linguistic and
cultural recognition of expertise and knowledge production of the youth of colour rather than their
marginalisation in educational spaces; they pointed out that

as those of us committed to educational justices seek to perpetuate and foster a pluralist
present and future through our pedagogy, it is crucial that we understand the ways young
people are enacting race, ethnicity, language, literacy, and cultural practices in both
traditional and evolving ways.” (p. 90)
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Echoing this position, Bucholtz, Casillas, and Lee (2016, p. 29) made a somewhat similar submission:
that a “student-centered perspective also informs our own pedagogical approach. Most speakers of
minoritized linguistic verities, especially those who are racially and/or economically subordinated,
have experienced the deprecation of their linguistic and cultural practices.” Arguably, the contributions
in this themed issue do not only address issues drawn from relevant research and scholarship in
professional practice in the domain of education where, for example, language and academic literacy
take a centre stage; these writings also seek to underscore the value of human agency as well as critical
transformative liberating fundamentals against the injustices of the past. Strikingly illustrated, which
also stands out in the collection of papers that comprise this volume, is the manner in which the
authors address seemingly disparate yet interconnected social justice perspectives from diverse angles and
approaches, as well as the manner in which these themes appropriately respond to the notions of
critical pedagogy and language in terms of “both [its] structural and functional dimensions, socially
implicated as discourse and thus involved in the construction of individuals and maintenance and
change of societal structures” (Crookes, 2012, p. 1). Put mildly, in Freire’s terms,

My language and thinking, | believe, are a dialectical unity. They are deeply rooted in a
context. So if there is a change of context, it will not be enough to propagate a distinct
form of thinking-speaking; it will have to come about by necessity.” (1985, p. 187)

Accordingly, the interface between our historical and current educational contexts is not only filled
with complex ambiguities but, rather, presents and reminisces pedagogical challenges that demand
new ways of knowing and thinking—meant to create an enabling environment for expressions of our
new world order. In a nutshell, these contributions have dealt with the related issues pretty well.

Nokhanyo Mayaba, Monwabisi K. Ralarala, and Pineteh E. Angu argue that if higher education aims
to address marginalised and new knowledge through a decolonised curriculum, fundamental
guestions are worth being asked. In particular, the questions they are asking and responding to are:
How does student voice become a force for social change? How can student voice enable HEls to deal
with the issue of language? They suggest and support the view that the issue of language should be
recognised as a social justice issue, that student voice can enlighten curriculum designers and society
on the dangers of reproducing inequalities through the hegemony of English, and that graduate
attributes, as an essential notion, should recognise multilingualism as a core skill that students should
acquire.

Bridget Campbell brings an interesting dimension to the theme through the employment of a
narratology framework. In her paper, the author adopts a reflective critical pedagogic approach meant
to facilitate culturally responsiveness and an active participatory approach in respect of students’
learning and experiences. Such pedagogic endeavours were directed towards stepping into the others’
worldview and thus submerging in their cultural idiosyncrasies and thus bringing to the fore better and
improved ways of knowing and doing in pedagogy. Important connections in relation to critical
pedagogy and social justice are unveiled in terms of teacher and learner agency initiative.

Adam Cooper’s multi-site ethnographic study examines how different linguistic repertoires intersect
to perpetuate race, class, and power tensions in educational places on the Cape Flats. His article
interrogates multiple language ideologies and identities that played out in a classroom environment
when learners used different cultural practices and versions of Afrikaans to communicate. Here, he
argues that hegemonic language ideologies in the Cape Flats are entrenched by semiotic processes
such as iconicity, recursiveness, and erasure. To address forms of social injustice that emanated from
these semiotic processes, the article urges educators to create spaces for the different linguistic
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practices that learners bring to classroom spaces because they should equip marginalised youth with
language ideologies that can assist them to resist and disrupt domination.

Avasha Rambiritch explores the connection between social justice and critical pedagogy from a writing
centre perspective. Her article examines how writing centre consultants draw on core principles of
social justice to provide academic writing support to a linguistically diverse cohort of students. Using
qualitative data from students and consultants, she argues that the student-centred approach to
writing consultation establishes a dialogic relationship between students and consultants. For her, this
relationship empowers students and makes them active participants in the consultation process. She,
therefore, concludes that strategies used by writing consultants to provide academic writing support
can contribute to address some of the social injustices that marginalised students experience in higher
education.

Vuyokazi Nomlomo and Misiwe Katiya interrogate the critical issue of epistemological access through
student experiences of discipline-specific multilingual glossaries. Their article acknowledges the key
role of multilingualism as an instrument for transformation in higher education but emphasises the
importance of honing students’ reading and writing skills in their home languages. The article,
therefore, argues that simply exposing students to multilingual glossaries would not guarantee
epistemological access to disciplinary knowledge if students cannot read or write proficiently in their
home languages. It concludes that the use of multilingual glossaries is important but should not be
privileged over the development of core academic reading and writing skills in African languages.

Both the book review and the conference report that appear in this issue link well with the theme of
the issue: “Linking language to critical pedagogy and social justice.” The book, African Languages and
Language Practice Research in the 21st Century: Interdisciplinary Themes and Perspectives (edited by
Monwabisi K. Ralarala, Ken Barris, Eunice Ivala, and Sibawu Siyepu), was reviewed by Nogwaja Zulu;
its themes collectively advocate for the recognition and use of African languages as resources for
access and learning in educational spaces. The conference report from Leketi Makalela shows clearly
that the themes debated in the conference, “Imagining a Thriving Multilingual World,” were deeply
critical of the danger of perpetuating monolingual education and suppressing African indigenous
languages.
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Abstract

In the past two years, higher education institutions (HEI) have been inundated with
students’ demands for a decolonised education. Their voice led to the resuscitation of
debates on a transformed curriculum. Amongst others, the language question is an issue
at the centre of these debates. What students were questioning was the hegemony of
English, the slow pace in which universities implement multilingual policies, and lack of
clarity on the positioning of African languages as languages of learning and teaching. In
this paper, we argue that if higher education aims to address marginalised and new
knowledge through a decolonised curriculum, fundamental questions are worth being
asked. In particular the questions we are asking and responding to are: “How does student
voice become a force for social change?” “How can student voice enable HEIs to deal with
the issue of language?” We suggest and support the view that the issue of language should
be recognised as a social justice issue, that student voice can enlighten curriculum
designers and society on the dangers of reproducing inequalities through the hegemony
of English, and that graduate attributes, as an essential notion, should recognise
multilingualism as a core skill that students should acquire.
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student voice

Copyright: © 2018 Nokhanyo Nomakhwezi Mayaba, Monwabisi Ralarala and Pineteh Angu

This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial
License, which permits unrestricted non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original author and source are credited.

Please reference as: Mayaba, N.N., Ralarala, M. & Angu, P. (2018). Student Voice: Perspectives on
Language and Critical Pedagogy in South African Higher Education. Educational Research for Social
Change, 7(1), 1-12. http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2018/v7ilal

Educational Research for Social Change, April 2018, 7(1)


http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2018/v7i1a1

Introduction

Who is a student at universities today? What is the nature of his or her linguistic repertoires? In
thinking about these questions, one needs to acknowledge that students who enter universities come
from a schooling system that hegemonises the use of English (McKinney, 2017). Although in the
literature, it is acknowledged that learning begins through a home language (Hurst, 2016), black
students who study in former white schools experience an education system that suppresses the use
of their home languages (Kerfoot & Simon-Vandenbergen, 2015). This reality is further exacerbated by
the explicitly expressed attitude of African parents, who prefer English and stigmatise their African
languages, and thus feel strongly that better education can only be achieved through English medium
(Msila, 2011). Skutnabb-Kangas (2009, p. 2) echoed this view when she argued that “parents ‘want’
English-medium education and assimilation for their children, hoping this leads to better jobs, it is
claimed—and often this is true.” Arguably, African languages are considered as not having an equal
status and market value as English. This perception of the unequal status of languages, which seems
to be a national arrangement “endorses the reproduction of power and inequalities at the macro-level
of social interaction” (Ralarala, 2017, p. 219). As a matter of legislation, our South African linguistic
infrastructure and language in education are up to par. Mwamwenda (2013, p. 53) reflected on this
fact: “South Africa’s constitution provides that children are entitled to education in one or more of the
11 official languages, wherever this is possible.”

English is the language of learning and teaching at most universities in South Africa (Ramani, Kekana,
Modiba, & Joseph, 2007). It is public knowledge that the universities of Free State and Stellenbosch,
quite recently, have adopted English as the language of learning and teaching. As such, a student
whose African language is marginalised in primary education enters a university system that
perpetuates the same process. Access to higher education has expanded along racial and gender lines
since the institution of a constitutional democracy (Department of Education, 2016). Be mindful that
African students are still victims of “educational policies and practices [which] favour students from
backgrounds that are more privileged in social class, race, language or other differences” (Nieto, 2010,
p. xiv). This is evident in cases where the language of teaching and learning is not an African language.
Some of these practices have conditioned the minds of students to believe that their success in a
globalised and capitalist world depends solely on the mastery of English language. Also, when we
discuss multiculturalism or the development of indigenous languages as mainstream academic and
research languages in higher education, the same African students raise concerns about access to
opportunities or employability after graduation. These contradictions remind us about the relationship
of language, power, and authority—and how we constantly use hegemonic languages to negate
African identity, history, and experiences. From this perspective, language then continues to be a
vehicle towards promoting a culture of silence (Makalela, 2015; McLaren, 1999). Silencing the voices—
in some cases—which confront and challenge students’ success at universities, in many ways, tend to
have a direct bearing on students’ access to knowledge, academic performance, and meaning making,
to mention a few.

Engaged learning occurs when students make meaning of what they are learning (Garcia & Wei, 2014).
Meaning making entails making connections between what students already know and the new
knowledge as well as new forms of thought. Through this process, we engage our students in learning
that orients them towards active citizenship, and prepare them “to analyze and challenge forms of
discrimination that they, their families, and others face” (Sleeter, 2015, p. 3). In that cognitive process,
what language or languages do multilingual students use? What does it mean when those languages
are not recognised and intellectualised in the university space? How do we move from focusing on the
goal of education as equipping people to earn a living, to a goal of education that first recognises and
values their way of being, including culture, background knowledge, and language (Bartolome, 1994;
Skutnabb-Kangas, 2009)? Since that is not the case, a decolonised curriculum should address issues of
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social justice and critical pedagogies, which will enable students to engage in dialogues on change and
transformation. Here, we consider Nancy Fraser’s categories of social justice—namely, distributive,
recognitional, and associational social justice—if we seek to address the existing linguistic and cultural
imperialism in higher education (Fraser, 1997). This offers an opportunity to learn “from indigenous
peoples who although colonized and historically decimated, are still here” (Sleeter, 2010, p. 195). As
such,

everything that we view, our very perception of reality is mediated through language. And
if our command, our knowledge, our usage of a particular language is poor or weak, . . . it
stands to reason that our ability to understand our environment and the world around us
will be characterised by conceptual and terminological limitations. (Ralarala et al., 2017,
pp. 182-183)

Arguably, in educational spaces, real learning can be achieved through not only embracing language,
particularly marginalised languages and other language varieties, as tools through which perceptions
of reality are mediated but also through espousing and linking language to social justice (Corson, 1993)
and critical pedagogy. At the university, knowledge can never be neutral or apolitical, as some scholars
claim; on the contrary, it is always linked to an ideology, and the knowledge that we dispense to our
students, shapes their lives and experiences (Freire, 1972; Nieto, 2010). The intersection between
language and social justice challenges us to interrogate the “ontological and epistemological
assumptions on which Western knowledge rests, and which massively distort comprehension of
Indigenous knowledge” (Sleeter, 2010, p. 195).

In the light of students’ protests and calls for transformation that transpired in the past three years, it
appears that students can influence the course of events in higher education. The issues of language,
such as positioning African languages as languages of teaching and learning in HEls, have been ongoing
since the demise of apartheid. However, nothing seems to have changed robustly. How does student
voice then become a force for social change? If language can hinder access to knowledge, how does
higher education position itself in dealing with this issue?

In this paper, we first discuss literature that positions HEIs as key in enabling student voice to emerge
and analyse societal matters. This is followed by a critical examination of the notions of coloniality and
the colonial wound, and how their seeds derail a shift from hegemonic languages to the recognition of
multilingualism. Then we provide a critical review of critical pedagogy and link it to issues of language
in schooling. Finally, we suggest and support the view that the issue of language should be recognised
as a social justice issue, that student voice can enlighten curriculum designers and society on the
dangers of reproducing inequalities through the hegemony of English, and that graduate attributes
should recognise multilingualism as a core skill that students should acquire.

Higher Education and Student Voice

Research on student voice (Gambrell, 2016; Smyth, 2006; Urban & Kujinga, 2017) is not new, but it has
not been given much attention in higher education for the purposes of transforming the curriculum.
While these researchers agree on the importance and the legitimacy of student voice in ensuring that
change takes place, in challenging injustices and fostering social development the questions that have
not been fully explored in literature are how universities respond to this voice, and how student voice
can enable HEIs to respond to language questions.
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Higher education has a role to play in a democratic society and in educating students for “democratic
public life” (Walker, 2002, p. 44). This statement begs to question whether universities are able to
produce holistic graduates who have not only acquired academic skills but are also able to engage in
public life social justice issues. Giroux (2002, p. 8) argued: “Education is a crucial site where students
gain a public voice and come to grips with their own power as individuals and social agents.” He further
asserted that students need to critically engage with knowledge that addresses issues of power,
culture, and histories. Vally (2007) added that it is the role of HEIs to create opportunities for students
to question the knowledge presented to them, and to resist and reject ideologies that reproduce
elitism. Vally’s observation was echoed by Walker (2002) when arguing that universities are
succumbing to the demands and values of the market place—a view that questions the ethical and
humanising purpose of a university.

In the literature, convincing evidence on higher education disputes the view that HEIs are only meant
to prepare students to earn a living and challenges them to enable students to connect with real world
problems (Giroux, 2002, 2011; Harward, 2016). When students fulfil the requirements of their
respective academic programmes and eventually graduate, they join a society, which is riddled with
sociopolitical ills, filled with rhythms of constant social change. And as university graduates, they are
not only expected to be actively involved in the labour market but also to share their intellectual
contribution as supposedly informed by critical pedagogy for the betterment and development of
society (Giroux, 2011).

Modern universities are now driven by the expectations and ills of neoliberalism and capitalism (Vally,
2007). Increasingly, university curricula and pedagogical practices are harnessed to a “market-based
view of the world that conceptualizes the good life largely as pursuit of wealth and material
consumption within a highly competitive market-based system” (Sleeter, 2010, p. 194). Today, higher
education is drifting further away from its moral mandate to train critical thinkers and socially
conscious citizens who can question the rationality of Western epistemic traditions in African
universities. Despite years of commitment to the transformation of higher education in postapartheid
South Africa or broadly in postcolonial Africa, what we imagine today as African universities are in fact
European universities in Africa that constantly dismiss and decentre the intellectual values of
indigenous people (see Aina, 2010; Badat, 2009; Soudien, 2010).

Young (2000) argued that, as an enabling environment, societies also have a role to play in enabling a
space where students can express their feelings and diverse perspectives, and where others can listen.
She further argued that such dialogic engagements are urgent. Nevertheless, this does not assume
consensus among the students and members of society.

Despite the shifting focus of modern universities, the questions we continue to ask are: “How do
universities prepare students to think beyond the classroom and, possibly, contribute to the public
good and critical dialogues that encompass, inter alia, issues of gender violence, racial discrimination,
inequalities, and linguistic human rights?” “How do pedagogical practices enable student voice to
emerge as a powerful force that can contribute towards a transformed curriculum where they could
see themselves, their identities, and histories without being pressurised to conform to the demands
of the market?” Whilst literature indicates that university academics are constantly avoiding
controversial topics such as race, class, gender, and language in classroom discussions, creating the
impression that “that all major conflicts [in postapartheid South Africa] have been resolved” (Nieto,
2010, p. 79), it would be useful to further investigate if university academics and administrative staff
reflect and critically discuss the role of universities in the 21st century. In our view, it did not have to
take student protests in 2015/2016 to remind universities of their political, social, and ethical role in
society. Clearly, it turned out that the silencing the voice attitude had not gone unnoticed. Given the
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power of student voice in influencing reforms and change, issues such as the linguistic human rights
as well as the marginalisation of African languages in teaching and learning in HEls, in particular, were
raised by students.

There is critique that part of the reason HEIs do not seem to be urgently responding to reforms for
social change is due to their strong ties with business and big companies who are instrumental in
providing funding for these institutions (Giroux, 2002, 2011). The question then is: “How profitable is
promoting African languages, in particular in teaching and learning, and how much funding do these
outside coffers put into the development of these languages?” Although universities seem to be faced
with a choice of balancing their role in society, their concerns for student success, and appeasing the
funders, in our view it is not clear how in the universities, African languages take centre stage in the
education and development of African societies. Prah (1998) echoed this view when arguing that:

It is in language that people find their mental home, their definitional relationship to the
external world. What this also means is that people can hardly be themselves in an idiom
in which they have difficulty understanding or expressing themselves. They can barely be
creative and innovative in a language they have to struggle with in order to command
expression. (p. 2)

In a democratic country such as South Africa, citizens have a right to the use of their own language. In
Section 6 of the Constitution (1996), African languages have been given official status. The right of a
language and the right to a language have been well defined in the constitutional provisions. Denying
the right for students and learners to learn in their home language is unconstitutional and not
democratic. Notably, the concept of democracy is understood by Mignolo (2007, p. 162) as “something
we aim for yet still remains at a distance.” In the same vein, the Constitution is not self-executing and
implementing, but merely a guiding principle that requires ethical citizenship and responsible and
enabling leadership to devise proper mechanisms for its successful implementation.

Student movement and voice do not only form a fundamental part of this vision but remain critical
and legitimate in taking these developmental initiatives beyond the current century. Giroux (2002, p.
27) pointed out that

students need to learn how to take responsibility for their own ideas, take intellectual risks,
develop a sense of respect for others different from themselves and learn how to think
critically in order to function in a wider democratic culture.

Such risks are worth taking because they carry potential and huge spinoffs regarding education and
vision for the future. For students, this implies shifting perspectives and learning how to seize
opportunities that will enable them to contribute towards social change. Students are aware that they
want to see change as well as a transformed education system that will not privilege a certain section
of the society. How do the curriculum and pedagogical practices enable such spaces of debate and
change? While thinking through these questions, we wondered whether multilingualism should begin
at the basic education level. In the next section, we examine the notions of coloniality and the colonial
wound, and how their seeds derail a shift from hegemonic languages to the recognition of
multilingualism.

Coloniality of Language and the Colonial Wound

Recent calls in the field of language research argue for the reconceptualisation of languages as
repertoires or resources (Makoni & Pennycook, 2005; McKinney, 2017). In particular, debates on the
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recognition of multilingual learners’ languages as resources (Makalela, 2015; McKinney, 2017) are
evident in conferences all over South Africa. Some of the initiatives in South African universities such
as at University of KwaZulu-Natal where isiZulu is offered to all students, are commendable.
Meanwhile, colonial discourses are reproduced as English continues to be the language of teaching
and learning in schools and HEls (Hurst, 2016). These discourses are evident in the knowledge,
paradigms, texts, theories, methodologies, and practices that continue to be used in educational
institutions. As a result, African knowledge, lived experiences, and histories are not adequately
represented in the current curriculum. Hence, students were vocal in calling for a decolonised
education. Mignolo (2005) referred to coloniality and the colonial wound as the mindset and practices
that magnify the European world as the centre of valid and unquestionable knowledge:

Those who are subjected to the standards of modernity are defined by the colonial wound
which manifests itself physically and/or psychologically as a consequence of racism, the
hegemonic discourse that questions the humanity of those who are not European. . . . The
six European languages (Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, French, German, and English) have
been and continue to be a trademark of intellectual history, political and economic
consequences. (p. 8)

What Mignolo (2005) referred to is the journey of the South African education system, which was built
on colonial systems followed by the apartheid system. In 1994, when democracy was instituted, it
brought hope to the majority and unprivileged people in this country. However, even after 23 years of
a liberated country, the education system is not yet free from the chains of oppression. In schools, the
subtractive model of bilingualism, which assumes that the acquisition of the second language would
be detrimental to an individual’s first language (Skutnabb-Kangas & Dunbar, 2010), is adopted in most
schools, and perpetuates the dominance of English and Afrikaans—languages that were privileged in
the past. In fact, this model—unlike the additive model which takes on an opposing view, as noted by
Skutnabb-Kangas and Dunbar (2010)—is tantamount to the violation of human rights and, as such,
should be considered as a crime against humanity. The same trend, as we have observed, continues to
be reproduced in higher education institutions in the South African context.

Mignolo (2007) traced the root of coloniality to when modernity was introduced to the colonised
world. He argued that modernity is the logic of oppression and exploitation that manifests itself in
dehumanising practices, science, knowledge, and art. Furthermore, he asserted that we are in a
“Western epistemic trap” (Mignolo, 2007, p. 166). Hence, the world has to heal from the colonial
wound, which is embedded, inter alia, in language. Prah (1995) underscored this view when he argued
that:

the object was to create an African who with understanding of European languages would
serve the intentions of colonial power and administration. African education created an
elite which distanced itself from the usage of native language. Over the years, the
condition has become firmly entrenched. (p. 37)

Indeed, the colonial wound is still deeply entrenched in the education system. In South African history,
missionaries wrote down what they heard the indigenous people speaking, and then created the words
and the grammar that became the mother tongue (Gilmour, 2007). Writing grammar was one of the
strategies that colonisers used to reorganise the languages of the local people to divide and control
their social interactions (Veronelli, 2015). Accordingly, “language is an expression of knowledge and
grammar is an instrument to teach a language” (Veronelli, 2015, p. 114). Therefore, it follows to ask
how coloniality conditions and controls a language—including, to dehumanise the colonised people.
Although scholars argue that colonial languages can be appropriated and reinvented to disrupt
oppression and domination, the language still has “the potential to disempower those of us who are
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just learning to speak, who are just learning to claim language as a space where we make ourselves
subjects” (hooks, 1994, p. 168). Does refraining students from learning through their African languages
not reproduce the same colonial hierarchies that stifle societies’ expectations?

If students at HEIs are prepared to engage in debates towards social justice and freedom, the question
to be asked is whether these societies are monolingual or multilingual in nature. From this perspective,
monolingual curricula misguide students that there are no alternative ways of being and knowing in
higher education by not exposing them to “the complexity of the world and the many perspectives
involved” (Nieto, 2010, p. 79). Using a different lens in engaging with societies would require a
multilingual and holistic student whose competencies are highly developed in their home language
and other languages that are spoken in the country. We concur with Blommaert (2015) that language
use should be in tandem with the goals of language in a particular context. How do monolingual
speakers engage with speakers of other languages in a multilingual and diverse country such as South
Africa? An acceptance of the status quo would mean accepting the “pervasiveness of the colonial
matrix of power” (Hurst, 2016, p. 219). How do we then link the issues of language to critical pedagogy?
The next section attempts to delve into the issue of language and the way it relates to critical pedagogy.

Linking Language to Critical Pedagogy

Scholars who are in the forefront of social justice work operationalise critical pedagogy as a method of
analysing the oppressive and emancipatory potential of all educational forms (Freire, 1972, 1985;
Giroux, 2011; Mclaren, 1999). Freire’s work on critical pedagogy offered “both a critique of the way
schooling, in its current form, reinforces systems of oppression, as well as a theory of how education
can become a means to help people collectively fight back against the inequalities they face” (Tarlau,
2014, p. 370). MclLaren (1999, p. 441) argued that critical pedagogy “is a way of thinking about,
negotiating, and transforming the relationship among classroom teaching, the production of
knowledge, the institutional structure of the school, and the social and material relations of the wider
community, society and nation state.” Critics of critical pedagogy argue that they only focus on why
schools reproduce the same economic, social, and racial hierarchies but fail to make connections
between radical educational practices and concrete examples of social change.

Proponents of critical pedagogy (Freire, 1985; Giroux, 2011) assert that as a form of teaching it has a
strong agenda for change, and is aimed at developing students who are active and engaged citizens.
Critical pedagogy also teaches students to oppose suppressive and exploitative situations.
Furthermore, this philosophy provokes students to reason beyond their familiar worldview and, thus,
offers them a new way of thinking (Kincheloe, 2008). As such, “critical pedagogy aims to create a
political space that allows learners to make up their own minds about what to think and how to act”
(Jeyaraj & Harland, 2016, p. 589). Linking language issues to critical pedagogy does not merely mean
suggesting ways in which higher education recognises student matters that are at the heart of their
concerns. This inextricable connection between language and critical pedagogy also means that
language is not only a means of communication but a discourse through which perceptions of reality
are mediated—and this is where the agency lies.

In a monolingual context, it appears legitimate to assume that multilingual learners are coping with
their studies. Equally disturbing is research at the University of Cape Town, which reports that as black
students immerse themselves at university, they accept being taught in English and maintain their
home languages for cultural identity but not as academic language (Bangeni & Kapp, 2007). Reference
to these findings in relation to critical pedagogy suggests that black students have “internalized the
discourse of the oppressor” (Allen & Rossatto, 2009, p. 165), which is the privileged status that is
associated with English. To see transformation and change, students need to engage critically about
the glaring forms of oppression in relation to language. Their voice would, therefore, encourage a
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dialogic engagement on how they view African languages. Alexander (2005) forewarned a rather
succinct view in relation to our position:

Unless African languages are given market value, i.e., unless their instrumentality for the
processes of production, exchange and distribution is enhanced, no amount of policy
change at school level can guarantee their use in high-status functions and, thus, eventual
escape from the dominance and the hegemony of English. (p. 9)

Therefore, it stands to reason that students can resist the hegemony of English and challenge how
their languages are represented and positioned in the university curriculum. In critical pedagogy, the
oppressed students’ experience of living as dehumanised beings becomes the central point for learning
in classrooms. Freire (1972); hooks (1994), and Nieto (2010) remind us that education is emancipatory;
it is the practice of freedom, which should disrupt epistemic traditions that continue to silence “the
voices of individuals from marginalized groups” (hooks, 1994, p. 81).

Crookes (2010, p. 1) argued that critical pedagogy should be a practical component of language
teaching because language is a political matter. Educators cannot deny that language contributes to
the reproduction of social differences; hence, it needs to be critiqued. Since knowledge is transmitted
through language, it becomes critical to use language to demystify ideologies, power relations, and
struggles. Which language can serve that purpose? In this regard, the question is: “How can the same
hegemonic language in higher education be used to subvert, disrupt, or to refuse to be marginalised
or silenced?” Essential to critical pedagogy is for educators to be able to “reflect on ideological
principles that inform their practice and to be able to connect pedagogical theory and practice to wider
social issues” (Pennycook, 1990, p. 10). English language educators are perceived as advocates for
social justice (Vandrick, 2014). This statement is ironic given that “many English classes and materials
position students as consumers and serve as advertisements for the globalised market” (Chun, 2009,
p. 114). English is still promoted as “an international language, a signifier of social class, privilege, and
access” (Vandrick, 2014, p. 88). Critical educators consider the curriculum to be a political act that is
“shaped through a dialectical relationship with students that incorporates the knowledge, hopes and
desires they bring with them to the classroom” (Turner, Hayes, & Way, 2013, p. 343).

However, Jeyaraj and Harland (2016) revealed challenges in teaching as critical pedagogues. In their
study, results from interviews with 13 educators from HEls revealed that colleagues criticised them as
being influential to students by indoctrinating them to their views. This criticism might be based on
fear of the unknown, especially if teaching for a specific ideological position is seen as a threat. The
issue here is if critical pedagogy is central to language teaching, how do teachers teaching in a
dominant language such as English address the tensions that might appear in class? That students and
learners use their home languages when making meaning of the texts they are reading or discussing is
a fact (Makalela, 2015). Therefore, a teacher in these spaces should assume the role of a facilitator and
ought to promote language choices systematically and, thus, allow students to reflect based on their
accessible knowledge and, possibly, manoeuvre the content through the different languages that exist
in the classroom spaces using functional multilingualism.

Conclusion

In this paper the questions we are asking are: “How does student voice become a force for social
change?” “How can student voice enable HEIs to deal with the issue of language?” We have argued
that student voice is crucial in enabling HEIs to position themselves to address the issue of language,
which, amongst other things, seems to hinder access to knowledge. We further argued that a critical
pedagogy lens could be helpful in conscientising universities on aspects of change agenda—especially
as alens to address language issues that need to be confronted. As our vision for the future, we suggest
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and support the view that the language issue should be recognised as one of social justice. Also, that
student voice can enlighten curriculum designers and society on the dangers of reproducing
inequalities through the hegemony of English, and that graduate attributes should recognise
multilingualism as an essential prerequisite that students should embrace. Kamwangamalu (2015)
spoke of the necessity for school-acquired knowledge of African languages to be one of the job
requirements for African people. We extend the argument to say even non-mother tongue speakers
of the language should be able to use African languages, even if on a conversational level (Mayaba,
2015, 2016). We further recommend that the questions asked in this paper throughout the discussion
should serve as a framework for further discussions.
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Abstract

The aim of this narrative inquiry self-study project was to become more purposeful as a
change agent in my postgraduate pedagogy. My objective was three-fold: | had a social
justice agenda and also wanted to improve my pedagogy and my students’ learning. My
reflective pedagogic approach was designed to practice culturally responsive pedagogy
and critical pedagogy from which | and my participant students would benefit. | practised
reflective pedagogy and also asked that the students reflect on their teaching and learning
experiences inside and outside of my lectures; a colleague who served as a critical friend
conducted a peer-review exercise. My findings were that through multilayered analysis of
my lecture reflections from previous years, my 2016 reflections, my students’ reflections
of my pedagogy and of their teaching and learning outside of my lecture, as well as the
feedback from my critical friend, | was able to consider the nuances of the different voices
and experiences and to adapt my practice in response to the needs of the students and
their lived experiences.
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Introduction

| am a white, middle-aged South African woman who started teaching 33 years ago as a secondary
school teacher of English and, in the ensuing years, | have held various positions in the field of English
education. | am currently an English teacher educator and have lectured a postgraduate language
honours module at a South African university for five years from 2012-2016. When | was first
approached about teaching the group | had the thought, “Am | able to teach honours students?” For
the first three years, | shared the module with another lecturer and we each took responsibility for six
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weeks of the 12-week course. For the past two years, | have been responsible for the module in its
entirety, which includes developing the teaching and learning content as well as the coordination of
the module. In my planning for 2014 and 2015, | was considering possibilities for purposeful pedagogies
which, according to Samaras (2011), are “pedagogical strategies generated from your noticing” in your
teaching (p. 137). However, | realised that | was scratching the surface of the possibilities that were
presenting themselves and that | had effected very few changes before 2016, which | felt meant that |
was not yet enacting purposeful pedagogies.

In this article, which draws on my doctoral inquiry into my own pedagogy as an English teacher
educator (Campbell, 2017), | explore how | used multilayered pedagogic reflection in a language in
education honours classroom to consider macro and micro issues within South African language
classrooms.! My aim was to enact critical pedagogy wherein education is understood in its social and
political context (Giroux, 1988) and through which | could become culturally relevant in my practice as
| began to understand the cultural capital that the students brought to the lectures.

Methodology

Ill

In this study, | viewed myself as a bricoleur because | “used research methods actively rather than
passively as | actively constructed research methods from the tools at hand rather than passively
receiving the ‘correct’ universally applicable methodologies” (Kincheloe, 2005, p. 324). | employed
numerous techniques that drew on narrative inquiry and self-study methodologies and was thus
generating field texts through methodological bricolage (Kincheloe, 2005).

In what follows, | explain my understanding of self-study and narrative inquiry with specific reference
to the aspects of these methodological approaches that | drew together. Pithouse (2011) identified
self-study as “teachers and teacher educators examining their own teaching to improve their practice”
and narrative inquiry “as a way of making sense of the lived experiences of teachers, learners and
researchers in educational settings” (p. 178). As Hamilton, Smith, and Worthington (2008) explained,
“self-study can be narrative when it follows narrative strategies” (p. 19). Thus, narrative inquiry and
self-study can work hand in hand, and this becomes clear in Pinnegar and Hamilton’s (2009)
observation that, in recalling our personal practical knowledge, we will be telling, reliving, and retelling
stories of lived experiences (as cited in Clandinin & Connelly, 2004) which is what | and my students
were doing in the study.

The method that | employed in recalling personal practical knowledge was to reflect on my teaching
and learning experiences and | asked that the students do the same. Clandinin and Connelly (2000)
stated that in recalling memories from the past, we are bringing them forward into the present and,
in recounting these stories, there is a shift as we find a new place for them in our lived experiences.
Kitchen (2009) described this process of narrative inquiry as the “study of how people make meaning
from experience and telling or collecting stories. Collecting stories is the beginning of the process but
it is through the multidimensional exploration of these stories that narrative knowledge emerges” (p.
37).

LIn terms of procedural ethics, the Humanities and Social Science Research Ethics Committee of the University where | studied
provided approval for ethical clearance (Protocol Reference Number: HSS/ 0476/ 014D). Gatekeeper permission was sought
from the cluster leader, and permission was granted to conduct the research in the cluster. It was easy to get access to the
students given that | taught all of them, and they were asked to sign a consent form. | assured them that those to whose work
| referred or those who chose to participate in discussions with me and their peers were assured of anonymity and
confidentiality. All participating students signed letters of consent and read what | have written in order to confirm that it is
a true representation.
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Given that | collected stories through my reflections, these explorations were key to making my
practice more culturally relevant and, in bringing my lecture reflections forward into the future, | was
going backward, forward, inward, and outward, which is what a narrative inquirer does (Clandinin &
Connelly, 2000). | was encouraging my students to do the same when | requested that they reflect on
their teaching and learning experiences. However, it is not enough to reflect and explore stories that
emerge from these inward, outward, backward, and forward musings. | needed to act on what was
revealed and in doing so, my pedagogy became more responsive and relevant to the students’
contexts. To do this is in line with what Schon (1987) referred to as reflection-on-action, which is the
phase of reflective practice wherein one thinks about the action, talks about it, and then makes
changes. Together with reflection-in-action, reflection-on-action involves the modification of one’s
pedagogic practices in order to benefit the students. The students’ reflections were also taken into
account in this reflection-on-action stage because reflection is not limited to individual internal
exploration but includes the social aspect of interaction that is referred to as collaborative reflection
(Farrell, 1999; Mede, 2010).

During my backward, forward, inward, and outward musings, | worked with participants who were the
2015 and 2016 honours students. In 2015, there were 11 participants in the group and in 2016, there
were 16 participants. | worked far more closely with the 2016 students because it was during this year
that | was reflecting on the 2015 module and effecting changes every week. This group comprised of
five black men, seven black women, and four Indian women. South African schools are categorised
according to quantiles based on a range of criteria. The participants all taught English as a second
language in South African schools that fall within Quantiles 1, 2, and 3 meaning, that they are amongst
the poorest schools in the country and serve economically disadvantaged communities. All participants
stated that the majority of their learners battle to understand English and to relate to the prescribed
content.

A colleague, who is also in English education and who has served as my critical friend for a number of
years and was instrumental in assisting me as | attempted to make my pedagogy more purposeful, also
served as a participant. We share similar research interests and | trust her advice. The field texts
composed to illuminate the possibilities for purposeful pedagogy with my 2016 honours students were
my written lecture reflections, narratives from conversations with my students, their e-mails and
lecture reflections, and peer-review feedback from a colleague. Hence, there was dialogue and |
interacted with people on many different levels. This, Leavy (2009) noted, is critical to cultivating and
understanding our subject matter. Once | understood the subject matter through careful analysis, |
needed to act on what | had learned from my field texts as | sought to become culturally responsive in
my teaching.

The analysis of my field texts was multilayered given that | initially analysed my 2014 and 2015 lecture
reflections, which were used to plan what | thought were purposeful pedagogies for my 2016 teaching.
The second layer of analysis was when | interrogated what my student participants had told me about
their backgrounds, their experiences of teaching and learning, as well as engaging with their responses
to my lectures. Feedback from a colleague, who served as my critical friend allowed for different
perspectives on my pedagogy (LaBoskey, 2004) through a peer-review exercise, and the feedback from
this exercise became the third layer of analysis.

Conceptual Stance

Theoretical bricolage (Kincheloe, 2005) is an apt description of my choice to draw from a range of
complementary concepts and the concepts underpinning this study are those of critical pedagogy,
culturally responsive pedagogy, and reflection. In this study, | was hoping that to understand the

Educational Research for Social Change, April 2018, 7(1)



16

students’ contexts would place me in a position to transform my pedagogy in a culturally responsive
way and to be less traditional in my teaching. Freire (1970) likened teaching in a traditional manner to
depositing knowledge in students (which he referred to as the banking model of education) and, as
early as the 1970s, he moved beyond discussions about teaching methods into the domain of
emancipatory education and critical pedagogy wherein the relationships between education, society,
and the world are explored. Critical pedagogy, which is an approach to language teaching, concerns
itself with reconstructing oppressive relations of power (Kincheloe, 2005). From a critical pedagogy
perspective, what often happens in a classroom is that the cultural wherewithal of the teacher is
emphasised and those learners whose cultural backgrounds do not coincide with that of the teacher
are at a disadvantage because their views and lived experiences are negated (Bourdieu & Passeron,
1977). Hooks (as cited in Darder, Baltodano, & Torres, 2009) made the point that in confronting class
issues in the classroom, critical teachers must reject the notion that learners must deny their own
experiences. Similarly, Giroux (1988) argued for critical teachers to embrace “the notion that students
come from different histories and embody different experiences, linguistic practices, cultures and
talents” (p. 125). In my understanding, this means that in my classroom everybody should be heard
and their presence recognised and valued—which is what | was striving toward in this study as | sought
to respond to the experiences and contexts of all participants.

According to critical pedagogy, the cultural differences that are often ignored in a traditional classroom
should be viewed as strengths rather than deficiencies, and Giroux (1988) argued that in the classroom
the relationship between culture and power should be acknowledged. The histories, experiences, and
knowledge that all of the students bring to the class should be acknowledged rather than treated as if
they do not exist. In this study, | was attempting to suspend my beliefs and to respond to the contexts
of the students because education should be understood in its sociohistorical and political context,
and should commit to transformation towards justice, equality, democracy, and freedom (Biesta &
Tedder 2007; Giroux 1988).

Gaye and Kirkland (2003) noted that teachers who are culturally responsive monitor their own beliefs
pertaining to the cultural differences in their classrooms, and advised that to do this would require
deep introspection—which was my point of departure in this study. In addition, they emphasised that
teachers need to educate themselves about the cultural contexts of those who are in their classrooms
and to then adapt their pedagogy accordingly, which is what | was attempting to achieve in this study
by engaging with the students and asking that they share their histories and experiences with me. Once
| knew more about the students, | was able to work toward empowering them by posing problems to
be solved. Through generating knowledge shifts from myself to the students, | was encouraging them
to think critically in order to take their places in the conduct of democratic life (Giroux, 1988).

However, to know about the students was not enough and in thinking about my practice, | realised
that to engage in pedagogy that was responsive to the students, | needed awareness of my students’
life experiences, which is a cornerstone of culturally responsive pedagogy (Gay & Kirkland, 2003) along
with self-awareness.

Culturally responsive pedagogy is not about lowering high expectations, but rather about providing
strong support by approaching effective instruction through a cultural lens. Soudien (2006) argued that
a major challenge in South African higher education is that of epistemological change and that the
focus of transforming higher education should not be on skills and competencies, but rather on
developing students’ understanding of the South African sociopolitical context, which was my
intention in this study. In my view, this is especially important within teacher education because
teacher educators need to understand the socioeconomic contexts of their students as well as to
impress upon them the need to understand the contexts in which they will be working in order to
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respond to the needs of their learners. Gay and Kirkland (2003) proposed that one way that teacher
educators could create such awareness amongst student teachers is through modelling what it is to be
conscious of classroom diversity. In addition, constant reference should be made to the environments
in which the students will one day be teaching, and | tried to heed this advice with the 2016 honours

group.

| wanted the students to become responsible for their own learning and for every individual to
construct knowledge differently and actively as they negotiated ways of choosing, gathering,
understanding, and ordering the knowledge in ways that fitted their sociocultural settings (Adam:s,
2006), and | realised that | needed to take care to state explicitly why | was doing what | did in lectures.
| wanted my pedagogy to have a purpose within and outside of the classroom and, according to
Samaras (2011), “pedagogical strategies generated from your noticing” in a self-study project can be
understood as “purposeful pedagogies” (p. 137). She advised that when practicing purposeful
pedagogies, a clear rationale should be evident, but what one must realise is that this is not binding
and may change as learning progresses. This is because pedagogy is not a linear process but is fluid
and constantly changing. Teachers need to reflect and be open to effecting changes in order to be
responsive to what is happening inside and outside the classroom. | realised that in critically reading
my teaching, | would need to be reflective and | was inspired by Dinkelman’s (2003, p. 57) argument
that “self-study is not the whole of teaching but that it mirrors and systemises that part of pedagogy
that is reflection.” Samaras (2011) emphasised that reflection is an important aspect in planning and
enacting purposeful pedagogies.

As Loughran (2007) noted:

For some, [reflection] simply means thinking about something, whereas for others, it is a
well-defined and crafted practice that carries very specific meaning and associated action.
. .. One element of reflection that is common to many is the notion of a problem (a
puzzling, curious, or perplexing situation). What that problem is, the way it is framed and
(hopefully) reframed, is an important aspect of understanding the nature of reflection and
the value of reflective practice. It is also a crucial (but sometimes too easily overlooked)
aspect of learning about teaching. (p. 33)

From this, | understand that to engage in reflection is much more than writing down thoughts about
how successful or unsuccessful a lecture was. Loughran’s thoughts on reflection make it clear to me
that in reflective practice one is constantly going back and forth and making changes to pedagogy, that
is, fluid and wherein there is not a rigid structure. To reflect on purposeful pedagogies is “to consider
the implications of your pedagogies on an interpretive level and a critical level” (Samaras, 2011, p.
128). In reflecting, it is important to consider questions such as how your pedagogy is contributing to
a social justice agenda as well as how it is improving student learning (Samaras, 2011).

Reflective practice has roots in Dewey’s (1910/1933) work and he stated that to think reflectively is an
active attempt to resolve the doubt and settle the hesitation and mental difficulty that occurs when
we think. In writing about reflective practice, Schon (1987) made the distinction between knowing-in-
action, reflection-on-action, and reflection-in-action—with reflection-on-action being what happens
when one thinks about action, talks about it, and then makes changes. This, together with reflection-
in-action, which involves awareness of, and changes to, one’s actions during teaching, must benefit
the learners given that the motivation behind reflection is to improve practice. Reflection has been
acknowledged as a tool for learning that can result in changes in teaching (Brookfield, 1995; van
Manen, 1990).
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In this study, | chose to collaborate with colleagues and students because | was aware that
collaboration with others allows for the opportunity to critically examine one’s own practice and
provides opportunities for professional and personal growth. For example, in Mede’s (2010) study that
examined whether collaborative reflection aids one’s practice, it was concluded that collaborative
reflection encouraged participants to look for ways of improving practice and that in the sharing of
knowledge and experience, solutions were found to problems.

| Want To Do More With Them

“l want to do more with them” describes my intention for purposeful pedagogy that is culturally
responsive in my honours module in 2016. In 2016, | felt much more confident about language in
education because it was the fifth year that | was teaching the module. Because self-study is not only
about the self, | needed to make changes that were not only about me but also about my students and
their learners (LaBoskey, 2004), which is in keeping with my intentions to be a culturally responsive
change agent. It was important that my own backwards, forwards, inwards, and outwards reflections,
as well as those of the participants, be translated into action.

In 2016, | consciously encouraged the students to examine the relationship between language, power,
and pedagogy and to relate what they were learning to their classroom situations. Because many of
the students who enrol for this module are employed as teachers, they bring with them knowledge of
the South African school contexts. Our classroom discussions about their pedagogy often indicated
that the students were reluctant to change what they were doing in their classrooms because they
were of the opinion that what they were doing was working. | kept stressing that teaching and learning
English should be fun and suggested activities in which the learners would be engaged and through
which the students would get to know their learners better. The majority of the students who are
currently teaching stated that my suggestions would not work due to factors such as large classes and
having to complete the prescribed curriculum. They also stated that some of my pedagogic suggestions
such as group work, pair work, and projects in which the learners constructed their own knowledge
with guidance from the teacher would not be effective within the contexts in which they are currently
teaching.

| realised that | needed to acknowledge the contexts within which the students lived and worked and,
to this end, resolved to interact with individuals in the group—which are tenets of culturally responsive
pedagogy. | had to set my assumptions aside and learn about the students through dialogue. It was
important that | revise my pedagogy, not because the students could not cope, but because | wanted
to become more purposeful in my teaching. To achieve this, | needed to know about the students’
ways of being, their language practices and their values. | could then include concepts and content that
would resonate with the students and that they could take into their own classrooms. In order to
achieve this and to become more relevant in my teaching, | needed to listen to the students’ voices
and to make my teaching responsive to their experiences of teaching and learning English.

Part of my strategy was to hand more responsibility for learning over to the students and, in becoming
more purposeful with my honours group, | resolved to keep the sessions simple and yet not
underestimate the students (Ball, 2016). Revising my pedagogy was not a case of walking in and
implementing something new. Given that | needed to be responding to the landscape in which the
students were living and teaching, | felt that it was important that | knew the conditions within the
schools in which the students were working in order to relate the course content to their contexts and
this is where dialogue and interaction were necessary. To this end, in my first encounter with the
students, | divided the class into groups of three and asked that they discuss their own learning
experiences as well as their current teaching conditions and what changes they would like to see in
their classrooms. Rather than me asking the students in a general way about the teaching and learning
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conditions in South Africa, which had been my starting point in previous years, the group work
encouraged students to explain to others “what they think, why, and how such changes seem to fit
with the requirements of the socio-cultural context” (Adams, 2006, p. 252). | gleaned much about their
working and schooling conditions by listening to the student engagements and at the end of the
lecture, in keeping with my resolve to bring the students contexts into my teaching, | asked that they
e-mail me about the contexts within which they work.

| used the e-mails and discussions to compile the following synopsis of the conditions under which
many of my students work. In terms of social conditions, comments such as the following were
forthcoming:

Poverty is an issue because many of the students live in informal settlements?
The children are hungry

Learners come from extremely poor homes

40% of school enrolment are from child-headed households®

Many learners are unwell and due to the strong medication they take, they fall asleep
during class time

Many learners struggle with the work being done at school as they do not receive any
additional help at home.

These comments gave me insight into the conditions in which the students taught and |
realised that some of them were teaching in contexts wherein survival was a daily battle
for their learners. These real social problems impact on teaching and learning. Awareness
of the conditions within the schools, assisted me in transforming my practice and, in doing
so, | was becoming more responsive to the diverse sociocultural issues that students bring
with them to the classroom.

None of the students in the class taught in well-resourced schools and, in class discussions, there was
talk around the disadvantaged communities in South Africa and how little had changed for the poor in
the democratic South Africa. In addition to talking about their learners, the students also observed a
shortage of teachers, lack of electricity, large classes, no functioning timetable, and no first aid.
Students complained that theft of resources was a problem; lack of hygiene was a major issue and that
many learners lacked basic “common skills” such as putting litter into a dustbin and keeping their
surroundings clean.

Many of the comments about the conditions under which the students worked revolved around their
colleagues. These included comments such as:

Teachers are not enthusiastic

Staff politics is a problem

2 Informal settlements make reference to shack houses that have sprung up without government approval. These settlements
lack basic services such as water, electricity and sanitation.

3 Kellerman (2014) describes a child-headed household as one where the person who heads and cares for, the family is a
minor under the age of 18.
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Some teachers do the bare minimum and offer no extra support to the learners
Some of my colleagues do not come to school

There are colleagues who will not teach in English

Some have poor English skills and there is a shortage of teachers.

Awareness of the issues around social problems, lack of resources, operational challenges, and the
conditions under which the students taught was tantamount in my endeavours to make my teaching
relevant. Our class discussions centred on ways in which the students could be proactive and together
we explored ways in which they could cope within the current landscape. In this way, the learning
became a negotiation because | was no longer prescribing what | thought should be happening in their
classrooms.

An example of what | learned is that | had stressed the importance of encouraging learners to read and
been very dogmatic that this in itself would have a positive impact on the learners. However, the group
discussions in class about the schools in which the honours students worked revealed grassroots issues
around reading with comments such as:

Reading books often have to be shared during English lessons
We had a small library but it was burned down and never replaced

In the foundation phase® shelves are provided for a library corner, but it is the responsibility
of the teacher to stock it with books which leads to many of the classrooms not having any
books

Many of the children do not understand what they are reading and many of the caregivers
are not literate.

A problem that | found concerning is that students reported that many of the learners do not seem to
understand what they are reading.

As a teacher educator of English, | am particularly interested in the comments around books and
reading. How would my insistence that learners would improve their English skills through reading
have any bearing under conditions such as these? If learners struggle to read, how can they read with
understanding? Not to be able to read impacts on all areas of learning and this was noted by one of
the members of the class, a teacher of maths, who selected language in education as an elective. She
was lamenting that because many of her learners are unable to read they cannot do mathematics
because reading is important in order to grasp the basic mathematical concepts. Mathematics is not
limited to performing calculations in isolation but also depends on the English language because
learners must read and solve word problems, talk about their mathematical thinking, and cooperate
with their peers to complete a task (Abedi & Lord, 2001). This student blamed the teachers of English,
and those in the class who teach English were very defensive and stated that they are aware of the
problems around reading but they have a prescribed curriculum to complete and there is no time to
teach their learners the basics. They explained that what happens is that those who struggle to read
get left behind in all learning areas. Some of the students in my class who were teaching in the further
education and training phase (FET)® said there were learners in their classes who were struggling to

4 In South Africa, the first three years of formal schooling (Grades 1-3) are referred to as the foundation phase.
5 FET phase refers to the last three years of formal schooling in South Africa (Grades 10, 11, and 12).
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read. Knowing this, | could better understand why some of the students were of the opinion that my
suggestions about classroom activities were not suitable in their contexts.

| realised that | needed to take heed of the conditions under which the students lived and worked
when making links with the course content and their teaching contexts. The pedagogy that | modelled
needed to be such that the teachers could adapt my way for their own classrooms and we needed to
collectively come up with practical solutions that responded to their contexts. To know about my
students’ learners and to teach accordingly is to practise culturally responsive pedagogy and critical
pedagogy, and in responding to what | now knew about reading in the schools, in ensuing lectures, |
chose to approach the sessions by outlining the realities and using these as the starting point rather
than making grandiose suggestions about what my students could and should be doing in their
classrooms. | realised that when we were talking about the contexts in which the students taught and
when our discussions revolved around their learners, my students were far more engaged and
interested in class. In their post lecture evaluations one student wrote the following:

| enjoyed the discussions . . . it was interesting and encouraging to learn that | am not the
only one acknowledging that there is a serious challenge teaching language. | enjoyed how
we negotiated solutions to my learners’ problems as a class and | learnt that we need to
consider our target audience and know about our learners when we are teaching.

The above comment gave me confidence that | was responding to the needs of the students in our
classes and that perhaps they will in turn attempt to do the same in their classrooms. What confirmed
that the students were taking agency in their own classrooms was when a student informed the class
that she had decided not to use a comprehension passage from the prescribed text book. Instead, she
selected a short information booklet from the local clinic as the comprehension text. Her lesson
evaluation stated that the learners were actively engaged and that they responded to the
comprehension questions well. In commenting about the success of the exercise, she wrote that the
information booklet had direct bearing on real issues that the learners confront every day, that the
language was accessible, and that the images assisted the students in making sense of what they were
reading. The student had recognised that she has agency in her classroom and she had made a decision
based on what she knew about her learners. In relating the lesson to her peers in the honours class,
she indicated that her learning in the language in education module had empowered her make changes
in her practice to respond to the needs and context of her learners.

Another student indicated that she recognised the value of our classroom interactions and wrote the
following about me:

Her teaching style relies heavily on student involvement and interaction . . . this strategy
comes after she has learned something about who we are and about the learners whom
we teach and | will try to do the same in my own classes.

What | liked about our classroom interactions is that the students felt comfortable to speak their minds
and were happy to be involved. In the 2016 class, there were some particularly conscientious students
who had enquiring minds and did not accept all course content without question and | found the robust
discussions stimulating. When | asked that students respond to questions, | was careful not to badger
individuals and, in cases where students looked uncomfortable, | would invite anybody who wanted
to, to respond. | tried out what was practised by Adrianna, a teacher participant in Ball’s (2016)
research, who repeated learners’ responses and invited others in the class to discuss the responses.
On doing this myself, it was my experience that interesting discussion often followed. The way in which
| structured the 12-week course was to lecture one week and then prescribe articles that had to be
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read for the following week, and these articles were then discussed in class. One of the students whom
| had taught when she was an undergraduate student had been teaching for three years and had
enrolled for her honours degree as a part-time student. In one of the first sessions, she stated that as
a preservice teacher she had been excited to teach English because | had made it sound exciting and
had given her ideas as to what she could do in class. | was rather pleased until she added that | have
no idea as to what it is like to teach in South African schools, that is, that they are under resourced,
the teachers are disinterested, the learners are poor and hungry, and many of them cannot even speak
English. Her parting shot was that my ideas would never work. The student was disillusioned and
disappointed with the real world of teaching. This comment confirmed, for me, the importance of
responding to the South African school landscape in my teaching.

Because of what the student had said about the disjuncture between my suggestions for their
pedagogy and the reality of their teaching contexts, in the lectures that followed her comments, |
suggested that the students think of their target audience and the contexts in which they taught. |
stressed to the students that, in their practice, they should not be depositors of knowledge (Freire,
1970), should but jointly construct knowledge with their learners and link what they taught to social
reform, thus creating “agendas of possibilities in their classrooms” (MclLaren, 2009, p. 80), which is
what | was attempting to achieve with them.

Giroux (1988) noted that critical educational theorists make a strong case for traditional educational
theory as oppressive, and emphasised that schools are designed to perpetuate the inequality in
societies. | wanted to create awareness of this in my students and for them to realise that, rather than
immersing their learners into the existing status quo, they should give them the wherewithal to change
their circumstances, which is a tenet of critical pedagogy.

Culturally responsive pedagogy is about providing strong support to learners by approaching teaching
and learning through a cultural lens. | wanted my students to take ownership of their learning by
adapting what they learned in my classes to their own classroom situations and to respond to the
landscape in which they were teaching. | believe that many diverse students fail not because their
teachers do not know their content, but because the connection has not been made between the
content and the existing mental schemes, prior knowledge, and cultural perspectives of the students.

In my endeavour to model such pedagogy in our sessions, | always encouraged the students to refer
to their own experiences as well as to the content of the lectures and that of the articles that had been
read in preparation for our classroom discussions. My intention was to encourage the students to be
actively involved in their learning with my guidance. It is important to note that the students’ learning
was carefully scaffolded and my intention was that our lecture discussions would emanate from a
position of knowledge for the students because of the lecture, their reading of an article, and the
submission of a written response.

One of the themes of the course was language learning approaches, and the lecture content covered
language teaching methods. | stressed the importance of using purposefully eclectic methods rather
than just choosing one method and adhering to that, which is what | had recommended in the past. In
the lecture, | made links to the students’ contexts constantly and was mindful to stress that my
suggestions about language teaching needed to be adapted to suit the contexts within which the
students were teaching. | also suggested that the students reflect on their own experiences of having
been taught English and how they were currently approaching the teaching of English. The next step
in their journey as teachers of English was to use what they had discovered in the backward, forward,
inward, and outward reflective process and translate it into purposeful action that was responsive to
the contexts within which they were teaching.
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To achieve this was not as straightforward as | had thought and the incident on which | report below
confirmed to me that | needed to be explicit in my teaching and to not assume anything. The students
were required to read an article titled, Autobiographical Narrative in a Language Classroom: A Case
Study in a South African School, by Msila (2012) and in the week thereafter they had to submit the
following task (Figure 1):

Figure 1: Comments on autobiographical narrative

Read the article by Msila (2012) and with reference to your own classroom practices, write a 1-page
narrative in which you comment about what is said about the value of autobiographical narrative.

Note: those of you who have never taught in a school, can refer to your teaching practice experiences
during your undergraduate degree.

At the time, | was quite happy with the task but, on reflection, | realise that | should have spent time
explaining autobiographical narrative and linking the article with the students’ teaching practice. Nash
(2004) stated that “all narratives are as much about their adherents as they are by their adherent. . ..
the stories we construct turn around and construct us, and we them . . . forever” (p. 26). It would not
have been clear to the students why | had selected this article and asked that they complete the task
above. It now seems to me that there was a disjuncture between the lecture content and the article. |
wanted to highlight the value of knowing oneself through reflection and how this would benefit
classroom practice. The link between the lecture, the article, and the task is clear to me but in my
reflective diary | noted that | had not made the connection clear to my students and the exercise was
not purposeful.

| should have taken the advice of Samaras (2011), and organised my strategies by planning better
because “it is critical to reflect on the impact of your planned pedagogies before enacting them” (p.
137). Shepard (2000) made the point that open-ended activities demand that the students think
critically and are able to solve problems that are complex within their own contexts. | imagine that this
is what | had intended with the assignment but | should have been more purposeful as advised by
Samaras (2011):

Consider the rationale for each strategy and the possible positive and negative
consequences of the strategies you are planning. Reflect on the implications of your
pedagogical strategies for your students, your school, and the community. Incorporate any
theoretical research evidence that supports the solution strategies you are proposing. (p.
138)

Nevertheless, something that really pleased me is that, after critically reflecting on the Msila article, a
student responded by sending me the following e-mail on the eve of a lecture.

From:

Sent: 06 April 2016 18:36

To:

Subject:

| couldn't help but feel overwhelmingly disappointed as | neared the conclusion of Msila's article. |
just feel it was poorly written as | was reading | kept jotting down the discrepancies if | can put it
that way that | kept discovering in it. | don't know maybe I'm being too judgemental its just that
I've recently read another article called “Co-Characters in an immigration story sixth-grade
students' narrative interpretations of Literature and life” and | really enjoyed it. It was so well
written and the research findings were interesting to read as well. But we'll talk tomorrow maybe
you'll enlighten me perhaps I'm missing the whole point of the article. Goodnight :-) Kind regards S
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My response was as follows:

From:

Sent: 06 April 2016 18:43

To:

Subject: Re:

Wow. Thank you for this response to the article. Please mail the article that you have read and we
will discuss the two tomorrow. Yes you are correct in that it is not a literary masterpiece but in my
mind the message is clear.

| am certain that you have not missed the point and am pleased with your criticism of the article.
See you tomorrow.

| was pleased that the student had taken the time to engage with the article and that he was really
thinking critically. The fact that he had sourced another reading with which to draw a comparison was
very exciting for me because he was taking responsibility for his learning and providing evidence for
his claims, and | had stressed the importance of evidence to substantiate claims. The other factor that
thrilled me was that he had e-mailed me his thoughts on my choice of article. In the past, my
relationship with my students was not such that they would have felt comfortable to e-mail me—they
would have completed the task and submitted it without question. The article that the student
attached is far more relevant to my students and | will most certainly prescribe it for this exercise in
the future. | was encouraging the students to engage in meaningful discussion because “meta-learning
encourages pupils to examine thought processes, thereby avoiding overly simplistic acceptance and/or
the adoption of ‘fact’: the thinking in which students engage is seen as vital to the learning process”
(Adams, 2006, p. 245), and this incident indicated to me that | was on the right track and that the
students were taking control of their learning.

In addition to my reflections and those of my students, in my lecturing | tried to be creative, innovative,
and enthusiastic, which are traits of English teaching practised by Adrianna (Ball, 2016). Student
feedback confirmed to me that | was beginning to achieve my goals and in the post lecture feedback a
student stated:

Delivery is spot-on and | can always tell that the lecturer is thoroughly prepared . . . she
interacted well with students . . . her passion, dedication, zeal for her work propels me to
work even harder and | love that she got to know about us.

Through our discussions, | learned much about the honours students and the conditions under which
they worked, and it pleased me that my efforts to get to know my students did not go unnoticed. In
keeping with my resolve to interact with people on different levels, and because | viewed myself as a
bricoleur (Kincheloe, 2005), | needed to bring in voices other than my own and those of my students
and, to this end, l invited one of my colleagues to my 2016 honours class to conduct a peer-observation
exercise as a critical friend.

Scaffolding My Learning: A Colleague’s Voice

Including the voice of my colleague as a critical friend through a peer-review exercise added another
layer to my reflective practice. The terms peer-observation and peer-review are often used
interchangeably but Hendry, Bell, and Thomson (2014) made a distinction between the processes.
Whereas peer-observation is simply where a peer watches another in order to learn from the other, in
peer-review the observer is commenting on the performance of the other in order to improve one’s
own practice as well as that of the colleague under observation. Hendry et al. (2014) argued that when
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peer reviewing, what is learnt by the observer will be hindered because that person is there to be
critical and to write a report. Rowe, Solomonides, and Handal (2010) defined peer-observation as an
exercise

where two or more colleagues collaborate in observing each other’s teaching and then
provide feedback and suggestions for improvement. It can provide a number of benefits
to the teacher and the teaching institution. (p. 1)

They identified two main purposes in peer-observation. First, quality enhancement in which colleagues
support each other and the range of teaching practices increases because participating individuals
focus on their development and should be critically reflecting on their practice. The second purpose is
quality assurance, which is more of a peer-review exercise. In commenting on the benefits of collegial
support, Pressick-Kilborn and te Riele (2008) commented that the feedback from others involved in
our teaching can prompt reflection on certain issues that were discussed. This was the case in the peer-
observation exercises in which my colleague and | engaged.

Peer-observation is a process and, when embarking upon the exercise, one must have very clear
objectives; Rowe et al. (2010) identified a cycle in which these objectives come into play. The first
phase is to brief one’s colleagues in terms of the expectations. | wanted my colleague to observe the
delivery of my lectures, teaching materials, course design, my presentation skills, how | used
guestioning in the lectures, how | gave feedback when the students responded to my questions, and
my classroom management. What is most important to this study is that | requested that she comment
on the extent to which | had tailored my teaching to include the students’ contexts. The “during
observation” phase is when the observer attends the lecture and pays attention to the issues that have
been outlined and this is followed by the post-observation phase wherein discussion about the lecture
happens. | wrote in my reflective journal before the feedback sessions to enable comparisons between
her observations and my own, which made the discussions much richer. After writing my reflections,
the following questions were considered as outlined by Rowe et al. (2010): What aspects do | feel |
ought to improve? What do | need to do this? Who can help? What challenges might | face? How do |
measure my improvement or lack thereof?

In a peer-observation exercise such as this, it is important that colleagues are nondirective,
developmental, and collaborative, which are mentor roles as defined by Kullman (1998). The process
was collaborative and, in addition to completing the forms, my colleague also took notes. In our
meeting, | compared her feedback with what | had written in my reflections. What was interesting is
that in instances where | had commented positively on something, she was not always that
complementary and vice versa. | learned much from the feedback of my colleague, and found that
what she had to say was more beneficial when coupled with what | had noted in my reflective diary.
Hendry and Oliver (2012) identified four themes that emerged in their study of peer-observation, and
one of these was learning from feedback. An example of such learning was the point made that | do
not treat all students in the class equitably. My colleague wrote: “The lecturer should find means and
ways to engage students who do not respond to questions,” and another observation stated: “Try not
to ignore students whose hands are up.” Contrary to what my colleague noted, my reflections about
this particular lecture make sweeping statements such as: “They are really a lovely interactive group
of students, they were really interested and engaged and worked well and asked intelligent questions
and a fun session in which there was a lot of interaction” (Journal entry, May 3, 2016). My post-lecture
reflections became much richer because of peer feedback and, in planning more purposeful pedagogy,
| referred to the peer feedback along with my reflections and those of my students.
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My colleague’s observations forced me to confront my lecture reflection in which | had noted that the
students were interactive and that they were all interested and engaged. When | reread my reflection
and critically examined it whilst thinking about the lecture, what had been noted by my colleague was
absolutely true—contrary to what my comments suggested, | was only interacting with a handful of
students and not being responsive to all in the class. What | realised when reading my reflections and
thinking back on the lectures is that | had written blanket comments that made it sound as if all in the
group were participating and that | was engaging with all. However, in examining these reflections, |
realised that in as much as | thought that | was engaging with all students and was being innovative,
my pedagogy had not changed much from my days as a teacher of English in a school over 30 years
ago. | was still standing in the front of the lecture room engaging with those who were displaying
interest and leaving the others to their own devices, which was inconsistent with what | thought | was
doing. When | started teaching in 1986 during the apartheid era, and for my entire secondary teaching
career, | taught in all-white government schools and there was, thus, not much diversity within the
classroom so perhaps | could get away with not getting to know my students and their contexts. The
postapartheid classroom is a space that is more diverse and, as a white middle-aged woman, | needed
to try and understand all students in the room. What should be happening in the classroom is a process
of collaborative knowledge construction through engagement with all of the students. Zeki and Guneyli
(2014) stated that to teach in a way that is constructivist is to bring about a change in approaches,
methods, and roles and also that meaning making should have as its base, the existing knowledge and
beliefs alongside new knowledge and experience. However, my pedagogy in which | engaged with a
few students was not constructivist and | needed the voice of my colleague to bring this to my
attention. The peer-observation feedback was important because it highlighted the importance of
encouraging all in my class to participate on equal terms.

In a 2010 study at Macquire University in Australia, Rowe et al. (2010) reported on a case study for
professional development and the findings indicated that a peer-observation exercise highlighted
aspects of practice that the participants had not noticed themselves and showed what needed to be
improved. This was in line with my experience in this peer-observation exercise. Once | realised that |
was ignoring some students, | made an effort in subsequent lectures to engage with different students
in all of my classes and to encourage those who had been hiding behind others to interact. It is
interesting that in my reflections following these sessions, | commented that there was much less
fidgeting going on and that most of the students seemed to be listening. Perhaps this can be explained
by the fact that the students noticed that | was engaging with many of their peers and they were more
alert in case | called on them to answer questions. The increased responses could also have been
because | took the time to phrase questions clearly and repeated students’ responses to ensure that
all heard what had been said. | have also realised that | did not always follow this student engagement
mode of teaching through to the end because another observation from my colleague was that | tend
to ask questions and answer them myself, without giving the students sufficient time to engage with
the questions. | reflected on this, and made a conscious effort not to do this, and in later reflections
noted that more of the students were responding to my questions. As noted by Pressick-Kilborn and
te Riel (2008), the observation by my colleague is what prompted me to reflect on what | could change
and action.

In observing my colleague, | also learned what not to do when engaging with the students. An example
of this is that when one is lecturing in a stepped venue, and walking up the stairs and talking, there are
many students who are sitting behind you as you move up the stairs. These students cannot hear what
is being said and are isolated for the time that it takes for you to walk up and down the stairs. In the
case where | observed this, | suggested that the colleague stand in the front of the room when talking
and only move around when the students were engaging in activities. In reflecting on my own practice,
| realised that | am guilty of not practising what | was suggesting. In the lectures following the peer-
review exercise, | had a heightened awareness about this and other issues and was able to make small
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changes in order to improve my practice. For example, | suggested that rather than jumping in with
background information a colleague spends time finding out what students know and then scaffolds
on that. However, | have realised that | do not always practise this in my classes and that, in addition
to finding out about the contexts in which my students were teaching, | also needed to find out what
they know about the topic under discussion in order to know what | was building on. This small addition
meant that | was scaffolding.

In writing about critical friends, Samaras and Roberts (2011) stressed the importance of working in
collaboration with peers and stated that to work with peers in a supportive environment should
improve practice because one’s teaching becomes explicit when getting feedback from others. This is
exactly what happened when | invited colleagues into my lectures and attended their sessions. The
views of, and comments from, my peers allowed me to better understand the shortcomings in my
lectures and what was working for the students. What was possibly more beneficial for me was that
when observing the lectures of my colleagues, | was able to learn much about my own practice and
how it could be improved.

Conclusions

In reviewing my learning in this study, | have observed that, in becoming more purposeful as | move
toward addressing social issues in my honours teaching, my lecture reflections have become
multilayered. After my lectures, | wrote reflections on all aspects of the sessions and requested that
students do the same. | then reflected on my pedagogy when | examined what | had initially reflected
along with the students’ reflections. These were considered in conjunction with my peers’
observations and what had been revealed as possibilities for my pedagogy. In revisiting the reflections,
| considered not only the lecture content and delivery thereof, but also how issues such as personal
stories impacted on the lectures (Nash, 2004). My learning from the reflections was multidimensional
because | moved “back and forth between particulars and universals” (Nash, 2004, p. 60). This resulted
in layered reflections in which every layer was purposeful and honest as | considered the nuances that
different voices and experiences brought to the reflections. This was, however, not enough and | have
realised that this layer must be coupled with action and it is through this action that my pedagogic
learning developed. A big change in my practice was to become part of the group and to no longer
dictate the pace or the content of the sessions. The students were given a voice and a vote as we all
worked toward responding to the communities in which we work.

My new-found awareness has implications for my growth as a culturally response pedagogue because
| now have a better understanding of education within its sociohistorical and political context (Giroux,
1988), and feel more equipped to respond accordingly. In talking with the students about their lived
experiences, | was encouraging them to reflect and to share their experiences with me. | became aware
of the pedagogies to which my students were exposed when they were at school, along with the
conditions within their communities, schools, and homes, amongst other issues. | came to see that to
construct knowledge jointly with students is most effective when | am more aware of individual
students’ experiences and contexts and am able to build on these (Adams, 2006). | also learned that
getting to know the students better would not automatically equate to pedagogy with which the
students and | were comfortable. What was also important was to foster an atmosphere of trust and
mutual respect as we jointly constructed knowledge and formed our group identity.

The students change every year, and the South African landscape will not remain static, and this
practice of multilayered pedagogic reflection needs to be taken forward. It is my belief that to continue
to reflect on more than one level and to encourage my students to do the same could assist both my
students and myself to respond to the macro and micro issues within the South African context in our
teaching.
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Abstract

Language is integral to educational processes because it forms the basis for classroom
communication and the medium for knowledge transfer. However, language is imbued
with race- and class-related ideologies: ideas about “proper” and “educated” uses of
language. Language ideologies are shaped by the linguistic norms of powerful groups and
are based on political rather than linguistic factors. In this paper, | explore how language
ideologies operated in three educational sites on the Cape Flats. Multisite ethnography
was used to research language ideologies in classrooms, amongst a hip-hop group, and at
a youth radio show. Participants in the study spoke a variety of Afrikaans known as Kaapse
Afrikaans, which differs from the standard Afrikaans inscribed in the school curriculum.
The research showed that language ideologies were perpetuated through semiotic
processes known as iconicity, recursiveness, and erasure. Through iconicity, Rosemary
Gardens youths’ language was inextricably linked to colouredness—a mixed race and
language with low status attributed to both. Whereas standard Afrikaans was described
as “pure, high, proper, and real,” Kaapse Afrikaans was recursively depicted as “low,
deficient and slang.” These semiotic processes functioned to erase young people’s use of
language at schools, particularly repressing Kaapse Afrikaans in its written form. On
certain occasions, the hip-hop group used language freely as they commented on their
local environments. Powerful linguistic ideologies will continue to denigrate marginalised
youth, even if radical teachers and hip-hop culture dismiss them. Educators should,
therefore, both endorse the linguistic resources youth bring to classrooms and arm them
with powerful forms of language and knowledge that hold power elsewhere.
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Introduction
Language Ideologies on the Cape Flats

In this article, | explore language ideologies in three educational places that involved youth from one
poor Cape Flats neighbourhood created during apartheid. Sites included classrooms at the local school,
a hip-hop crew, and a youth radio show. Youth in the study predominantly spoke Kaapse (Cape)
Afrikaans or simply, Kaaps. Kaaps is tainted with historically produced class- and race-based
associations that intersect with powerful language ideologies, which affected how these young
people’s speech and potential were appraised in the different settings.

” u

Language ideologies are influential ideas regarding the “correct,” “appropriate,” or “proper” ways in
which language is expected to be used (Hornberger, 2000; McGroarty, 2010). These ideas are often
linked to how powerful groups define linguistic norms, such that particular ways of using language
appear to be universal and ahistorical (Blackledge & Pavlenko, 2002; Blommaert, 1999; Woolard &
Schieffelin, 1994). Analysing language ideologies helps to unmask how ideas about language
“masquerade as description while acting” (Woolard, 1998, p. 11) in the interests of powerful societal
groups. The status of dominant groups is often legitimised by language ideologies that link forms of
language with “typical” people and activities, portraying these language practices as more
sophisticated and learned (Wortham, 2008). The consequence of this process is that powerful
language-related ideas reproduce the social order by justifying existing hierarchies (Gal & Irvine, 1995;
Wortham, 2008).

Standard Languages and Nation-States

An influential language ideology emerged with the political, geographical, and cultural differentiation
of Europe as new nation-states were justified by the one territory, one culture, one language ideology
(Canagarajah, 2013; McGroarty, 2010). The idea, known as the Herderian triad, implied that languages
are unchanging, bounded entities that should be kept apart because they belong to particular groups
of people who reside in demarcated territories.

A related language ideology is the concept of the “standard” language, which promotes uniformity of
circumscribed languages linked to specific groups of people and territories, deterring speakers from
deviation (Milroy, 2001). The term, standard, also implies a degree of attainment: that a standard or
benchmark has been reached, endorsing particular versions of language as more prestigious than other
varieties (Hornberger, 2000; Milroy, 2001).

The emergence of standard language varieties associated with particular cultures and territories can
be traced historically. In 16th-century France, the Parisian dialect was validated as “French,” while
other varieties were castigated as creole, patois, and informal language (Bourdieu, 1991). Standard
English was based on speech in Oxford, Cambridge, and London (Mesthrie, Swann, Deumert, & Leap,
2009). The standard language ideology promotes the interests of powerful societal sectors, endorsing
their linguistic resources as the standard measure of competence, while supposed language mixing
and creolised forms are depicted as inferior (Bourdieu, 1991).
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Kaapse Afrikaans

In South Africa, the standardisation of Afrikaans by whites excluded the Afrikaans spoken by nonwhite
speakers (Webb, 2010; Willemse, 2013). In the late 19th century, a white Afrikaner movement
campaigning for Afrikaans to be officially recognised culminated in this group’s version of the language
becoming a medium of instruction at schools from 1914 and, along with Dutch and English, an official
national language in 1926. By contrast, the language of youth described here evolved from Dutch and
English, indigenous Khoi and San languages, and the words of African and Asian slaves, including
Portuguese creole (McCormick, 2002). These diverse peoples and languages interacted at the Dutch
East India Company (DEIC) slave lodge, at DEIC employees’ homes, and on farms. As many as five
different languages were used in 18th-century Cape colony households (McCormick, 2002). The
language inherited by the group researched in this paper is entangled with this social history of Cape
Town.

The language used by young people in Rosemary Gardens is imbued with class- and raced-based
associations. The neighbourhood was established between 1972 and 1974 for people classified as
“coloured” by the apartheid government. Colouredness is generally perceived as “mixed race” in the
popular imaginary, despite the notion of racial purity, for any group, being discredited (Adhikari, 2005;
Erasmus, 2001). A language ideology, related to the standard language, is the idea that good quality
languages should remain “pure” from contamination by other languages, especially those spoken by
the working classes or people of colour (Woolard & Schieffelin, 1994). Colouredness, conceived as a
mixed race, with a mixed language, has led to the status of this group of people and their language
being denigrated. Gal and Irvine (1995) would have called this an example of iconicity. These authors
described two other semiotic processes related to language ideologies, namely, recursiveness and
erasure. | use these three concepts extensively for analytical purposes in this paper.

Semiotic Processes that Perpetuate Linguistic Ideologies: Iconicity, Recursiveness, and Erasure

Language ideologies may be perpetuated in everyday exchanges through semiotic processes that
justify ideas about the relationship between language and social status. Gal & Irvine (1995) described
three such semiotic processes: iconicity, recursiveness, and erasure. The way that shared social and
linguistic characteristics become bound together to form an ideological representation that appears
to be inherent is called iconicity. In this case, a semiotic process has led to an ideological representation
of colouredness as a mixture that extends to both race and language.

Through erasure, linguistic practices are simplified and homogenised as certain people and groups
become invisible, their internal variation explained away (Gal & Irvine, 1995). In this way, threatening
social and linguistic facts that militate against dominant ideological representations are actively
repressed or removed.

Recursiveness refers to representations that repeatedly portray social and linguistic phenomena as
oppositional. Ideological differences are maintained through bifurcated descriptions that recursively
construct social and linguistic communities (Gal & Irvine, 1995). For example, the supposedly pure,
untainted, white Afrikaner version became the standard form to be used in schools, universities, and
government due to this group’s political aspirations and their racialised linguistic legitimacy. This
version has been repeatedly referred to as suiwer or pure Afrikaans, recursively enhancing its
legitimacy in opposition to the supposedly mixed Kaapse Afrikaans. However, in other less
institutionalised spaces, Kaaps continues to flourish. As Bourdieu (1991) stated, the more formal the
context, the more likely that standard varieties will have attained hegemony. Language ideologies,
therefore, work in context specific-ways at national, global, and institutional levels, intersecting
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through everyday language practices that occur in local sites (Makoe & McKinney, 2014; Woolard &
Schieffelin, 1994).

Breaking the Lines Through Hip-Hop: Alternative Language Ideologies

Hip-hop contains different language ideologies. Originating in the Bronx, hip-hop consists of rapping,
Dling, breakdancing, and graffiti art (Chang, 2005). This youth subculture represents the reclamation
of public space by black and low-income youth in the United States because they use language as they
would on the streets—resisting, reinventing, and mixing linguistic traditions (Alim, 2009; Rose, 1991).
Similarly, in Cape Town in the late 1980s, groups like Prophets of da City and Black Noise used hip-hop
to connect with coloured and black youth (Haupt, 2001). These groups reclaimed and reinvented local
languages, performing in Kaapse Afrikaans and nonstandard varieties of English, isiXhosa, and isiZulu
(Haupt, 2001). Cape Town hip-hop crews have used language to create alternative language ideologies,
asserting their linguistic resources and encouraging pride in a marginalised identity.

The ways that linguistic ideologies operate in formal and informal educational places are, therefore,
shaped by historically contingent sociolinguistic processes that intersect with race and class. While
certain language ideologies have been linked to processes of state making and protecting the interests
of, for example, a white South African minority, spaces where hip-hop practices flourish are often
influenced by radically different histories, values, and cultural assemblages. | have argued elsewhere
that social factors that produce places have a profound impact on dialogue and learning (see Cooper,
2017). However, in this paper | focus on the role of language ideologies in shaping appraisals of young
people’s use of language, which in turn influences the value youth perceive these places to hold. Youth
are unlikely to invest time and energy into contexts where they receive overt or covert messages that
communicate that they are culturally or linguistically deficient, and that they and their families are
likely to remain marginalised. The research question guiding this article was therefore to explore: “How
did language ideologies operate in formal and informal educational places inhabited by Cape Town
youth from one former coloured neighbourhood?”

How this was done is explored in more detail in the next section.

Method
Multisite Linguistic Ethnography

Three educational sites formed a multisite ethnography—a research method that juxtaposes,
compares, and makes connections between interlinked settings, creating a “bigger” story about people
moving through various places (Dimitriadis & Weis, 2004; Hannerz, 2003; Marcus, 1995, 1998). Single
site ethnography rigorously documents one site to illuminate the relationship between cultural context
and broader socioeconomic and political formations (Willis & Trondman, 2000). By contrast, multisite
ethnography allows people, places, objects, and practices previously thought to be incommensurate,
to be juxtaposed and compared (Hannerz, 2003; Marcus, 1995, 1998).

More generally, ethnography generates rich descriptions of particular contexts, documenting how
people make meaning of their motivations, actions, and lives (Geertz, 1973). My focus on language
was an attempt to understand, intimately, how people from Rosemary Gardens made meaning of, and
in, their worlds. Following Marcus’ (1998) challenge to multisite ethnographers to follow people,
stories, and common themes, | chose the traditional educational site, the classroom, as the first place
to research linguistic ideologies. While observing classrooms at Rosemary Gardens High School (RGHS),
| serendipitously met the Doodvenootskap (DVS) rap crew. The group was involved in community-
based activities, with three members employed by a nongovernmental organisation (NGO) that
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conducted research on child participation at school. | was drawn to research DVS due to its members
being outspoken, which struck me as very different from the silencing | witnessed in RGHS classrooms.

| was attracted to the youth radio show, in which seven RGHS students participated, because it
comprised a form of what Ladson-Billings (1995) called culturally relevant pedagogy that connects with
students’ sociopolitical challenges. Youth Amplified utilised a form of critical pedagogy, exposing
participants to materials that dealt with the sociopolitical contexts in which they lived (see Cooper,
2016). Participants engaged in debates and discussions, live on air, after watching documentary films
or reading written texts prior to the show. These materials and activities were different to those at the
school, providing another point of comparison. My goal was to try to make an explicit comparison of
language ideologies between the three sites, a key strength of multisite ethnography (Weis &
Dimitriadis, 2008).

The Research Sites: Rosemary Gardens and the Three Educational Places

Census 2011 data showed that 98% of Rosemary Gardens residents classified themselves as coloured
(Statistics South Africa, 2011). Eighty-one per cent of residents spoke Afrikaans as their first language,
with 19% speaking English. This differed from data for Cape Town in which 36% spoke Afrikaans, 28%
English, and 30% isiXhosa.

RGHS suffered from high rates of school discontinuation, with 400 Grade 7 students but only 60 Grade
12 students registered in 2012—a consistent trend in recent years. However, the school had a number
of vibrant activities and valuable resources. Afternoon activities included rugby, soccer, softball, and
hip-hop dancing facilitated by young people who lived in the area. RGHS had computer laboratories, a
library, and a gymnasium. A free meal was available to all students.

Four schools participated in the Youth Amplified radio show, including RGHS, an English medium but
isiXhosa-dominant township school, and two English-medium schools that charged school fees at least
15 times higher than the other two schools. Participants arrived at the community radio station on
Saturday mornings and engaged with materials including watching documentary films and news
media, reading academic articles, as well as discussions with people like the junior mayor of Cape
Town. Individual participants then generated questions relevant to the texts before choosing the best
questions to form the basis for live discussions on air. The show was hosted by one of the participants.

DVS evolved through interactions between youth in Rosemary Gardens as they engaged with NGOs,
other organisations, and local and international cultural influences. The crew did not have a physical
location in which its activities took place and can, therefore, more aptly be thought of as a
metaphorical site. The core DVS crew consisted of approximately eight individuals, but up to 30 youth
were regularly involved in their activities. In terms of age, one older member was in his early 30s and
two others were in their 20s, with the remainder of the group comprised of people in their mid to late
teens.

Data Collection

Data generated was qualitative, collected through observations, semistructured interviews, and focus
groups. Each site involved participant observation. Participation does not necessarily compromise
research data validity; immersion and varying degrees of membership within the group being
researched can stimulate an insider’s perspective (Angrosino & Mays de Pérez, 2000; Werner &
Schoepfle, 1987). Observation was an important form of collecting data on language ideologies
because reported information, such as data gleaned from interviews, may reflect perceptions rather
than actual practices.
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Youth Amplified observations included joining participants at the show over a period of two years. |
observed 16 teachers in their classroom environments. | did not record classroom sessions because |
felt that this would intimidate educators. Instead, | sat at the back of the room and made notes,
documenting instances when students spoke, the language that they used, and whether dialogue
ensued. DVS invited me to attend events in the community. | observed them performing their lyrics
and | watched the crew work at the high school. The lyrics on an album created by one member of the
crew, but which the entire group helped to produce, also provided data for analysis.

Individual interviews were conducted with 20 Youth Amplified participants, six of the DVS crew, and
11 educators. Interviews were unstructured, attempting to make participants, especially youth, feel
relaxed and engage in conversation. Teachers were asked to describe the school and students, how
language affected student performance, and academic challenges students faced. Almost all of the
teachers at RGHS would have been classified as coloured during apartheid. DVS was asked questions
about their life histories, school careers, hip-hop, and language use in different sites. Youth Amplified
participant interviews probed school careers, what students enjoyed about the show, perceptions of
students from other schools, and their experiences of using language at Youth Amplified and at school.
Lines of conversation initiated by interviewees were followed when these were relevant to the
research question (Kvale, 1996; Maxwell, 1996). Interviews lasted one to two hours, were recorded
and transcribed.

| conducted four focus groups with four RGHS students in each session. Grade 12 students were
involved in these discussions, which explored what young people enjoyed about school, as well as their
perceptions of learning and language use in educational places. Rosemary Gardens students were shy,
with focus groups promoting comfortable dialogue, shifting the balance of power towards the
participants, who had a numeric advantage, in comparison to individual interviews where there is one
researcher and one interviewee (Madriz, 2000).

Data Analysis

A thematic analysis coded data through identifying recurring themes related to young people’s use of
language in each site (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The research question—“How language ideologies
operated in specific sites”—was used to generate themes deductively. | looked for instances of
iconicity, recursiveness, and erasure (Gal & Irvine, 1995), analysing how these semiotic processes
operated and influenced participants. This produced information pertaining to the kind of language
used in each setting and how these youth, their peers, and educators held and developed attitudes
and evaluations of language use in different sites. It illuminated how topics were introduced and how
regularly young people spoke. The analysis provided insight into the way that different themes
operated in the data, the relationship between themes, and how the themes related to language
ideologies, iconicity, recursiveness, and erasure.

Coded transcripts were then triangulated with the other data sources. If a theme was observed in
Youth Amplified shows as well as in individual interviews, and aspects of this theme appeared in my
field notes, it was identified as prominent. The operations of language in the three sites were
compared and contrasted in this way.

Pertinent questions generated by ethnolinguists who have studied language in classrooms were also
used. For example, “How are the languages/language varieties of different cultures recognized and
used in schools?” “How does language promote learning, shared understanding and conceptual
development?” “How does classroom language enable or inhibit the expression of identities?” (from
Mercer, 2010, p. 2). Although these questions were intended for classroom research, | used them to
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analyse the data in each site, which enabled an analysis beyond simply describing language, to an
account of how power, identity, and history intersected with language use.

Ethics

The research was approved by an ethics committee at the university where the researcher was based.
All of the participants gave informed consent and all names of people and places are pseudonyms.

Findings: Language Ideologies in the Three Places
Rosemary Gardens High School (RGHS)

In the following focus group, students (S) said that the language they spoke at home was inappropriate
for certain academic practices at school. The discussion related to the play, Krismis van Map Jacobs
[Map Jacobs’ Christmas, Small, 2008], a compulsory Grade 12 text written in Kaapse Afrikaans:

S1: In Krismis they speak like us. | can relate to them.
Interviewer (1): Is it important to read books like that?

S1:In a way yes and in a way no. That Afrikaans isn’t right. It’s not at the standard that it
must be. You can’t write in Kaapse Afrikaans in your [examination] question paper. The
terms must be right.

I: Why?

S2: You can’t mix your language. We can’t speak like that. Your marks go down
immediately. They will penalise you [repeats in English], they will penalise you.

(Translated from the Afrikaans, focus group discussion)

A student said “you can’t mix your language” and that doing so during examinations would result in
her being penalised. The mixed language referred to was Kaapse Afrikaans from Krismis van Map
Jacobs, the version of Afrikaans students spoke at home. These sanctions by educators communicated
to this student that her language was inappropriate for written work that would be evaluated, leading
to her belief that you can’t mix your language.

Another student said that the Afrikaans from the play “isn’t right” and that it’s “not at the standard
that it must be.” This implied that the language she spoke at home was inferior and that there was
something “wrong” with it. The passage demonstrates how Kaapse Afrikaans undergoes erasure at
school due to disciplinary practices like formal assessments. Students are deterred from writing in this
language through academic penalties. Recursive constructions appear—such as standard Afrikaans
being right and, by implication, students’ language being wrong. The language learners spoke was
portrayed as mixed, in comparison to the pure school version.

Another student recursively described school Afrikaans as “high”:

The words are very high this year. We never hear those kinds of words. Everything we get
is in Afrikaans but it’s high Afrikaans. Not the Afrikaans that we speak. That’s the Afrikaans
that they train us in. It’s the Afrikaans that we ought to speak.

(Translated from the Afrikaans)
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School Afrikaans was high, implying that the variety of Afrikaans spoken at home was “low.” The
phrase, “it’s the Afrikaans that we ought to speak,” insinuated that the use of high Afrikaans was
legitimate as a medium of instruction at RGHS, and students were responsible for learning this version.
This student did not say that different versions of the language were appropriate for various settings.
A hierarchy existed: the language spoken at home wasn’t right, it was lower in quality compared to the
Afrikaans learned at school.

An educator also believed that students’ language was inappropriate for written use at school:

The biggest problem is that learners come with a cultural deficiency . . . no books at home.
The only proper English or Afrikaans they hear is from teachers. Their oral tradition is good,
but we need to get them studying and reading. It’s the basis of the education. Once they
have good command of the language, they can be fine.

This teacher said students were culturally deficient and did not learn “proper” English or Afrikaans at
home. Proper, meaning “genuine, acceptable or appropriate,” insinuated that students’ home
language variety was “improper” and inferior in comparison to standard English or Afrikaans. Having
access to books and gaining command of standard language can be highly beneficial. However, this
does not mean that the language learners acquired at home was deficient or poor in quality. The
teacher equated a lack of literacy resources with a deficient or improper linguistic repertoire, placing
a value judgement on the child and his or her family.

The teacher associated studying and reading with gaining good command of the language. While
students” home language was deemed appropriate for oral use, according to the teacher, literacy
required the acquisition of a new set of language resources. Like the student who said that learners
were penalised for using Kaaps in examinations, a language ideology appeared that implied that Kaaps
was acceptable orally but unsuitable for written purposes.

A hegemonic language ideology was therefore observed amongst some students and educators at the
school, endorsing standard Afrikaans as proper, high, and good quality. By contrast, these participants
perceived students home language to be deficient, a mixture, and not right.

Language Ideologies at Youth Amplified Radio Show

Conflict occurred between two participants (G and T) at the radio show after the group watched
Afrikaaps, a documentary that explored the possibility of using Kaapse Afrikaans at school:

G: You people in support of Afrikaaps do Afrikaans at school right? . . . You say you
understand Afrikaaps and that at school you do Afrikaans and so that’s a problem for you
‘cause you do your subjects in that language. So here’s the solution then, eradicate
Afrikaaps, do the formal Afrikaans as it should be, then you won’t have a problem at
school.

T: Why don’t the teachers come down to my level?
G: No, it’s not supposed to be like that.

T: Okay, they don’t even have to come to my level, why don’t they just find a slight way of
changing how they explain things.
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G: That’s the problem, you want to lower the standards, the standard has been set and
now we want to lower it, it’s wrong.

T: The thing is we are being taught, we have to learn to get to those standards. So they
have to come to our standards to bring us up.

G: We wanna come and simplify Afrikaans in the most wrongest way by bringing this slang
about. . . . Afrikaans is the formal language, it’s the legal language, it has its own set of
grammar and everything of how it should be spoken, now suddenly you want to come and
say, “No it’s a bit too difficult.”

T: It’s not that we want the language itself to change, but if the teacher finds a easier way
of explaining, then we might learn the language better don’t you think? Your maths
teacher always finds some way for the slower child to catch up. So why can’t your language
teacher do that?

G: So you saying the teacher should use some of your language in between?
T:...and then give us the real meaning afterwards. Don’t you think?

A student from one of the two high-fee schools argued that the language “standard has been set and
now we want to lower it, it’s wrong,” implying that the Afrikaans standardised through the white
Afrikaner political project, which became entrenched in the schooling system, set a standard that was
supposedly lowered by students using other versions in class. Lowering the standards, therefore,
meant endorsing other forms of Afrikaans that have historically been racialised and associated with
coloured or black speakers.

Further justification for this racial-linguistic hierarchy was alluded to by the fact that standard Afrikaans
was buttressed by it being “the formal language, it’s the legal language, it has its own set of grammar.”
The use of a particular version of Afrikaans in the auspices of the state, the legal system, and other
formal channels, was given as reason for its superiority. While the iconicity of Kaaps was associated
with a coloured mixture, standard Afrikaans was iconically linked to the organs of power, like the legal
system. In contradistinction to the formal, legal language, Kaaps was described as slang, with overtures
of informality, verbal rather than written usage and colouredness.

Once the student, who | will call Greg, introduced the ideology of language standards, participants did
not interrogate this concept; the criteria that constitute high standards were not explored. Instead,
the group debated whether educators should accommodate students’ apparently substandard
language. Tracey, a RGHS student, argued that educators should descend to students’ level, helping to
uplift these young people intellectually and linguistically. When Tracey referred to the real meaning,
she implied that the language that she used was inauthentic and invalid. While standard Afrikaans was
deemed to be real, her own version of the language was erased from the school space as somehow
inauthentic. A spatial metaphor was used recursively to differentiate between a high and a low version.

Tracey stated that she was not implying that the language itself should change, but that it was in the
pedagogical interests of the learners for the teacher to use language students understood. Her
explanation indicated that she did not want to be perceived as problematically agitating for change,
but that the use of Kaaps should be justified on educational grounds. She further explained her position
using the analogy of mathematics, in which teachers apparently used a range of heuristic devices to
aid learning. Tracey advocated for code switching, whereby educators could utilise both the students’
language and the code endorsed by the school to support learning. However, code switching was not
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described as using different versions of the language, but rather as languages of different quality and
sophistication, indicated by one language being on a different level and one as real and the other not.
Greg and Tracey insinuated that RGHS learners’ language was inferior to middle-class students’
linguistic resources, and they did not expect educators to use this rich reservoir of local words and
knowledge in classrooms.

The verbal exchange at Youth Amplified radio show demonstrated how standard Afrikaans continues
to be iconically associated with the state, its powerful institutions, and practices in postapartheid South
Africa. This was recursively portrayed in comparison to Kaaps, which was denigrated as low quality
slang.

Language Ideologies Amongst the Doodvenootskap Hip-Hop Crew

DVS used the following lyrics in their performances in the community and at various hip-hop venues
in Cape Town. These lyrics also formed part of an album called Skollyhood, which the group self-
produced and sold at events:

My self-confidence se boosters het bruises, ek is ‘n problem as ek wil unique is.
[My self-confidence boosters have bruises, | am a problem if | want to be unique.]
Babies lost their toys want their tannies wil rattle.

[Babies lost their toys because their mothers want to rattle.]

Organisations are competing, doing it for charity.

Ek is not van Bollywood or van Hollywood, ek is straight uit die Skollyhood.

[l am not from Bollywood or Hollywood, | am straight out of the Skollyhood.]

My porridge bowl is nou ‘n satellite dish.

[My porridge bowl is now a satellite dish.]

Decisions word gemaak sonder ons en nou moet ek my bek hou, in nowadays se status
baie mense kyk op na jou en jy’s ‘n infection, you were born from ‘n weak reaction.

[Decisions are made without us and now | must shut my animalistic mouth, in nowadays
status many people look up to you and you’re an infection, you were born from a weak
reaction.]

These lyrics illustrate how DVS used hip-hop to assert their language and reflect on their lives. English
and Afrikaans were seamlessly amalgamated, for example in Line 1, interspersing different languages
almost on a word for word basis. This lyric is a reference to recreational drugs (“self-confidence
boosters”), which leave their mark, metaphorically and literally, bruising the young rapper. Through
the comfortable use of the language that he spoke at home, the young man reflected on his life
choices.

The next line comments on mothers’ resources being utilised for personal entertainment, instead of
the developmental needs of their children. The word “rattle” contains a creative pun: a baby’s toy but
also the mother’s pleasure in rattling or partying. This example shows how lyric writing enabled the
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group to use figures of speech in inventive ways as they made intelligent comments about their
neighbourhood. Rather than seeing their language as inferior or lower, in this line it was used as a
resource for social analysis.

DVS was aware of paradoxes related to NGO work in Rosemary Gardens, as demonstrated by Line 3.
The irony of competing for charity was questioned given that charity is supposedly an altruistic act.
The contradictions that globalisation has brought to Rosemary Gardens also impacted on this rapper’s
consciousness when he described (Line 5) rows of satellite dishes adorning houses and yet hunger is
supposedly widespread. Satellite dishes allude to the fact that people in Rosemary Gardens aspired to
watch international television channels when many residents did not have sufficient food to eat.

The album’s title Skollyhood, referenced in Line 4, exemplifies the group reflecting on their cultural
identities and using language unashamedly. Skollyhood is a portmanteau of the words “skolly” (a
lower-class delinquent or ruffian) and Hollywood. This term illuminates an ambivalence between the
Hollywood-like attention they received from youth in their neighbourhood and the public perception
of themselves as common skollies from the infamous Rosemary Gardens, an area associated with
gangsterism, substance abuse, and poverty.

While Tracey was reticent about appearing to be politically divisive at the radio show, DVS proudly
proclaimed that others make decisions for them and that they are forced to shut their “beks” (a bek is
the mouth of an animal). This is placed adjacent to a comment about these young people being
perceived as an “infection . . . born from a weak reaction.” The line critiques public perceptions that
young people represent social malaise and that they taint or pollute other parts of society. The
reference to a weak reaction is a comment on racist stereotypes of colouredness as a mixture or
impotence.

These lyrics therefore illuminated the group’s uninhibited use of language through hip-hop. While they
did not make explicit reference to the value of different varieties of Afrikaans, examples of the crew’s
speech illustrate that they used the language that they spoke at home confidently. Through hip-hop
lyric writing, DVS provided evidence that they could express ideas without being deterred by language
ideologies that assessed their words to be lower, improper, or deficient.

Discussion

Race- and class-based language ideologies prominently appeared in the speech of young people at
RGHS, Youth Amplified, and amongst DVS, shaping perceptions of linguistic resources and educational
potential. For example, at RGHS during a conversation related to the Afrikaans setwork play, Krismis
van Map Jacobs, students differentiated between the relative worth of standard Afrikaans and the
Kaapse Afrikaans spoken by students. Kaaps was described as not meeting the necessary standard for
use at school, was thought to be mixed, and was considered illegitimate for school assessment tasks.

The concept of a mixed language is related to the powerful social representation of colouredness as
mixed race, demonstrating iconicity (Gal & Irvine, 1995). Through iconicity, ideological representations
of working-class coloured youth are inextricably connected to denigrated forms of language deemed
inappropriate for “studying and reading,” as one teacher put it. Iconicity justified the semiotic process
of erasure, through which the use of Kaaps was repressed at school, when students said “you can’t mix
your language” and “you can’t write in Kaapse Afrikaans in your [examination] question paper,”
because “the terms must be right.”
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The version of Afrikaans enshrined in the South African constitution and taught at RGHS is generally
spoken by white South Africans, a language tainted by privilege and dedicated to linguistic (and racial)
purity. Its legitimacy in South African classrooms is justified by racialised and class-based language
ideologies because certain languages and people are deemed to be mixed and, therefore, required to
adapt their language practices.

Iconicity and erasure were inextricable from recursiveness: the ways in which certain representations
repeatedly portray social and linguistic phenomena as oppositional (Gal & Irvine, 1995). Whereas
Kaaps was mixed, standard Afrikaans was perceived as pure and fertile for written forms of knowledge
generation. Mixed has connotations of an object that is diluted and not in its original, true form,
whereas purity implies a version that is unadulterated and therefore more authentic. This was related
to a range of other recursive linguistic constructions, such as school Afrikaans being high and Kaaps,
low and some words at RGHS were considered right and others, by implication, wrong. School
Afrikaans was proper whereas Kaaps was not.

Colonial and apartheid-era ideologies constructed through the intersection of language, race, and class
therefore reproduced social and linguistic hierarchies at RGHS in the democratic period. This was
particularly pronounced in relation to forms of written language. Students said that it was during
written examinations that Kaaps was penalisable. An educator believed that students did not learn
proper English or Afrikaans at home and that proper language was required to catalyse reading and
studying.

Similar linguistic ideologies were observed at the youth radio show, demonstrating how dominant
ideas may travel with students into informal educational settings. Standard Afrikaans was iconically
associated with the state, including the legal system, justifying its hegemony in government-controlled
spaces such as classrooms. It was warned that these standards could potentially be eroded in the
postapartheid era.

Iconic depictions of the relationship between language, the state, and legitimate educational processes
were justified by recursive distinctions. Whereas standard Afrikaans was depicted as formal, Kaaps was
dismissed as slang, creating a binary between official language validated by the state and other
supposedly informal forms utilised in less respectable places, like the street. Slang is generally used
orally rather than in written form, reinforcing the idea that the literacy practices of the classroom
should be sanitised from language used in less prestigious sites.

Similar forms of linguistic iconicity and erasure, linked to nation-state’s policies, occur in other
countries because nonstandard language practices are frequently perceived as mixtures that threaten
“respectable” citizenship. The Singaporean government’s Speak English Well campaign demonstrated
resistance to creative, hybrid language like Singlish. Singlish, a mixture of Hokkien and English, was
popular in Singapore (Rubdy, 2005). Indonesian nationalists have used the media and education to
promote Indonesian, a specific, high variety of Malay developed under Dutch colonial rule. Other
varieties and creolised versions of Malay are simultaneously suppressed (Ewing, 2005). States
therefore play an active role in attempts to erase supposedly mixed varieties of language, asserting
language ideologies that iconically depict respectable forms of citizenship as linked to particular
languages.

Different semiotic processes were observed amongst the Doodvenootskap, who did not explicitly refer
to language ideologies and correct or incorrect ways of speaking. Their written lyrics, which they
performed in public spaces and recorded in the form of an album, consisted of language they spoke
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more generally. | have interpreted this as evidence that the group resisted dominant linguistic
ideologies given that they did not try to change or sanitise their language for particular sites or people.

This resistance is supported by the fact that the DVS crew vehemently endorsed a range of local
phenomena. As one member said, “why do we have to go across the world when we have everything
here at home.” This notion, sometimes referred to in South African popular discourse as “local is lekker
(nice),” appeared in the way the group prioritised local events and trends as worthy of analysis,
referring to their neighbourhood, its people and practices repeatedly in lyrics. DVS therefore endorsed
local cultural phenomena, including the language that they spoke. Studies outside of the United States
have generated similar findings, as artists translate hip-hop practices and values into new contexts,
creating authentic, hybrid identities. Research in Tanzania, Senegal, Korea, and Malaysia illuminated
how hip-hoppers initially mimicked American culture, before refining their practices to reflect local
values, languages, and issues (Pennycook, 2007; Perullo & Fenn, 2003).

DVS validated local linguistic practices and values, buttressing youth with confidence to speak in public
places. Rather than their speech being linked to inferior forms of racialised and class-based
stereotypes, the group positioned itself in relation to different public figures, symbols, and practices—
connecting their hip-hop and use of Kaapse Afrikaans with an authentic form of political activism and
creative expression. As Shaheen, a member of another rap group, Prophets of da City, remarked in the
1990s:

When we do interviews and we speak gamtaal [Kaapse Afrikaans], that shit’s on purpose
so the kid at home can say, “Fuck they’re speaking my language,” you know? They’re
representing what comes out of the township. ... | want some kid from the ghetto to think,
“Naa, we can relate to that.” (as cited in Haupt, 2001, p. 178)

Educational places that utilise practices like those contained in hip-hop culture may therefore function
as resistance to the semiotic process of erasure: the eradication of linguistic facts that are inconsistent
with dominant linguistic ideologies. Gal and Irvine (1995) described erasure as the process through
which internal inconsistencies in ideological representations of difference are explained away and
removed. Like the hip-hop practice of tagging walls through graffiti art, performing rap lyrics using local
mixtures of historically oppressed languages functions metaphorically to tag the real and online spaces
where youth perform, providing evidence that their language exists and that it is creative, thoughtful,
and comprehensively educational.

This said, schools remain the sites that prepare youth with powerful languages and knowledges in
order to strive for social mobility in places of employment and tertiary education institutions. Powerful
linguistic ideologies will continue to operate, even if radical teachers and hip-hop culture dismiss them
(Bourdieu, 1991). Educators should therefore endorse the linguistic resources youth bring to
classrooms and arm them with powerful forms of language and knowledge that hold power elsewhere.
This may be achieved with the aid of state-supported institutional mechanisms such as the legal
system. For example, the Ebonics Debate in the United States led to an Oakland court ruling that some
classroom instruction should take place in Ebonics or African-American Vernacular English (AAVE).
More importantly, the court said that educators need to facilitate students’ acquisition of standard
English language skills and learn aspects of AAVE themselves (Delpit, 1997).

The Oakland court ruling was based on an acknowledgement that languages and language varieties do
not differ in inherent quality, but are diverse cultural artefacts that are linked to norms and practices
associated with particular places. Although all languages are mixtures, certain versions of language are
regularly denounced by the apparatuses of the state due to political rather than linguistic factors (Gee,
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1990; Stubbs, 2002). Sets of words are linked, in different ways, to historical processes that intersect
with race and class, imbuing these words with social value and significance. Educating teachers on
these sociolinguistic insights, as well as how youth on the fringes of society navigate their complex
linguistic worlds, is therefore an urgent priority (Paris, 2011). As indicated by Tracey at Youth Amplified,
“it’s not that we want the language itself to change,” but that a range of linguistic resources can be
used to enrich learning. Educators’ explicit acknowledgment that diversity and difference are not
synonymous with deficit can communicate to students that they are welcome, valued, and expected
to excel at school. Eradicating teachers’ and students’ misplaced beliefs that students are culturally
and linguistically deficient can bolster the confidence of learners, improve learning outcomes, and
contribute to a more socially just society.
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Abstract

The value of the support provided in a writing centre is well documented today in
international literature. However, an area largely untouched has been how to implement
social justice principles in the context of a writing centre. In many of the articles on writing
centre support, mention is made of the fact that writing centre work is social justice work
without fully defining the nature of the actual principles of this social justice. It is hoped
that this paper makes a contribution in this regard. The paper begins by looking in detail
at the concept of social justice, before identifying particular principles of social justice
drawn from critical pedagogy that can be applied to the support provided in a writing
centre. The discussion also integrates qualitative evidence gathered from a questionnaire
administered to five writing consultants employed in a writing centre, as well as
guantitative data generated by the online booking system used in the writing centre. An
analysis of the data shows that these social justice principles are energised during the
dialogue that takes place during consultations. Justification for this study stems from the
need to see these issues, not as abstract concepts or as discussion tools for the experts
who make important decisions but, as important in determining why and how they can
be applied in practice in the writing centre.
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Introduction

South Africa’s somewhat chequered history and its inability, even some 20 years after democracy, to
provide quality education to the majority of its school-going population required a number of
alternative interventions to be implemented at, specifically, higher education level to at least attempt
to level the playing field for its students. The interventions put in place to widen participation have
been well-documented in the research and will be touched on very briefly later in this paper. But
together with these implemented interventions, other cries for a socially just education system echo
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around us; attempts to redress the inequalities of the past have been accompanied by calls for the
widening of participation, access, free education, social justice, and curriculum transformation. My
concern in this paper, however, especially in light of the nature of my work, is limited to social justice.
While the call for free education and curriculum transformation are equally important, these issues
can be more broadly considered policy issues—over which the lecturer has little to no control. This
paper will attempt to show how and why social justice issues do not need to be abstract concepts or
discussion tools for the experts who make policy decisions but, equally importantly, can be applied in
practice in the academic literacy classroom. What would be valuable would be for those of us on the
ground to be able to practically apply these principles to our teaching and the support we render in
higher education. Issues related to providing a socially just education to our students cannot remain
abstract concepts in policy documents. A truly socially just education system happens practically in the
classroom, in our curriculum, in our assessments, and in the everyday support we provide to our
students. So the question that signals the real beginning of this text is, simply, “What is social justice
and how can social justice principles be applied to the work of the academic literacy teacher-lecturer?”
Throughout the course of this journey, and in attempting to answer these questions, | hope to arrive
at a clearer understanding of how these social justice principles can be applied by looking briefly at the
support offered in the context of a newly established writing centre.

Understanding Social Justice

On delving into the literature on social justice, it becomes clear very early on that its definition is
somewhat elusive. This is not to say that there is not sufficient literature available to help understand
the term, but that the sheer abundance of literature and the vast usage of the term across a number
of disciplines make a single definition difficult to grasp. This is a view shared by a number of
contributors. For Sleeter (2014), “the term ‘social justice’ is so widely used that | have become
concerned it may lose its meaning,” while Brennan and Naidoo (2008, p. ?) stated that “concepts such
as equity and social justice . . . are frequently used without clear and agreed definition.” For Rezvi (in
Ayers, Quinn, & Stovall, 2009), “any comparative and international analysis of social justice and
education indicates the impossibility of a universal definition” (p. 91) and,

The trouble with “social justice” begins with the very meaning of the term. Hayek points
out that whole books and treatises have been written about social justice without ever
offering a definition of it. It is allowed to float in the air as if everyone will recognise an
instance of it when it appears. This vagueness seems indispensable. The minute one begins
to define social justice, one runs into embarrassing intellectual difficulties. (Novak, 2000,

p.11)

One cannot ignore or dismiss Novaks’s blatantly honest admission of “running into embarrassing
intellectual difficulties” (2000, p. 11) in this regard. Nelson and Creagh (2013, p. 102) referred back to
ancient Greek and Roman times when the notions of justice and equality were used to organise
political and social life. These same notions of justice were taken up by philosophers Rousseau (1754)
and Kant (1784) with an emphasis on justice and equality (as cited by Lane, 2011 in Nelson & Creagh,
2013), by Rawls in his A Theory of Justice (1971), which foregrounds the idea of justice as fairness
through the principles of liberty and equality, and by Young (1990) who, in critiquing Rawls’ definition
of justice as “being too restrictive” (as cited in Lotter, 1999, p. 90), proposed to “widen the scope of
the concept of justice to include topics like decision-making, culture, and the division of labour” (Lotter,
1999, p. 90). Importantly, Young challenged the idea of distributive justice, defined by Rawls (1971, p.
7) as concerning “the way in which the major social institutions . . . distribute fundamental rights and
duties and determine the distribution of advantages from social co-operation.” According to Lotter
(1999, p. 90), Young’'s main complaint “about the contemporary philosophical discourse about justice
is that the meaning of the concept of justice is restricted to matters concerning distributive justice.”
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Young 1990 further stated that the idea of distributive justice suggests a “focus on persons as
consumers and possessors” and that “visualising problems of justice as goods that must be distributed
obscures the fact that many actions of people result from processes and relations, rather than being
static things” (as quoted in Lotter, 1999, p. 16). What Young suggested, instead, is a broader scope of
justice that includes all aspects of public life—political and economic institutions, family institutions,
and civil society (as cited in Lotter, 1999). Lotter referred to Young’s idea of justice as enablement, that
is,

the extent to which institutional conditions in a society enable or constrain people to learn
and use skills, to play and communicate with others, participate in running institutions,
share in determining their own lives, and express their feelings, experiences, and
perspectives. (Young, 1990, p. 37, as quoted in Lotter, 1999, p. 95)

As we seek to understand the idea of social justice, we see the way in which the term, originally used
by the ancient Greeks and Romans as a political philosophy to organise society, today begs the
guestion: “How can we contribute to the creation of a more equitable, respectful, and just society for
everyone?” (Zaijda et al., 2006, quoted in Brennan & Naidoo, 2008, p. 287). Thinking around the idea
of social justice, then, is automatically associated with ideas of equality, equity, and justice.

How, then, does the understanding of the idea of social justice exist in the context of education,
specifically higher education? At first glance when considering the idea of social justice in education,
especially in South Africa, the idea of social justice revolves around Young’s (in Lotter, 1999) idea of
distributive justice—focus seems to be around ideas of widening participation, the idea of equal
distribution. De Kadt (2009) highlighted areas in the South African education system that desperately
need reform: the poor quality of the majority of public education; inequality in terms of quality (of
education), resources, and opportunities; and educational segregation along socioeconomic lines. She
stated that the only way of creating an educational system that is just, and that supports social justice,
is to address these issues. De Kadt (2009) raised important concerns. These same concerns were raised
by Mclnerney (2004) who, while writing within the Australian context, pointed to issues of concern
there as well: socioeconomic disadvantage, racism, and cultural oppression. However, as pointed out
early in this paper, the aim here is not to limit our understanding of a socially just higher education to
referring to issues of widening participation and equality of access. Some measure of progress has
been made, and continues to be made in this regard. Ramrathan (2016) pointed out that in 2011
audited statistics indicated that approximately 938,000 students were enrolled in higher education
across public universities, growing from 495,000 in 1994. Lewin and Mawoyo (2014, p. 23) indicated
that the enrolment of African students rose from 43% of total enrolment in 1994 to 67% in 2010, and
from 55% in 1994 to 81% in 2011. David (2010, p. 15), in defining the idea of widening participation,
stated that it is taken to mean “extending and enhancing access to and experience of higher education,
and achievement within higher education of people from so-called under-represented and diverse
social backgrounds, families, groups and communities.” In South African higher education institutions,
in addition to widening participation, a number of intervention programmes were implemented, and
continue to be implemented, to support students who may be inadequately prepared to cope with
their studies. The trend has been to set up specific programmes to assist these students. Different
institutions have, however, taken different routes. Some have set up academic support programmes,
departments, and units, while others have offered degrees and diplomas on an extended programme
system, where the programme is extended by a year to ensure that the relevant academic support is
provided. The academic support tends to concentrate on language proficiency, computer literacy, and
mathematics literacy. Institutions in South Africa either set up discipline-specific development
programmes, dedicated to increasing access for previously disadvantaged students in the natural
sciences, or they target critically important areas of ability known to cause concern (Unit for Academic
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Literacy, 2007). Today, a whole range of solutions, stretching from the general to the specific, is often
combined, maximising their respective strengths (Unit for Academic Literacy, 2007).

Social Justice, Critical Pedagogy, and Higher Education

While these strategies attempt to implement a socially just education, to many of us on the ground
the question still remains: “How do we make this educationally relevant every day in our teaching and
the support we provide?” Equality and access do not a socially just education system make. This view
is supported by a number of experts who, in sum, believe that Rawls’s idea of distributive justice,
simply applied to education, does not create social justice in education. Rizvi (quoted in Ayers et al.,
2009, p. 93) stated that,

the traditional ways of thinking about social justice in education assumed a strong role
for the state in bringing about greater equality of access . . . but. . . this logic is inadequate
in fully accounting for non-material resources such as respect, recognition, rights,
opportunities, and power.

Patton, Shahjahan and Osei-Kofi (2010, p. 268), in a similar vein, stated:

In the higher education context, we can fall into the trap of equating social justice with
distributive justice by exclusively focusing on distribution questions—numerical
representation of minoritisized bodies among faculty, students and administrators in
universities, college access, voice in the classroom, curricula, and so on—and ignore the
social structures, processes, and institutional contexts that produce these distributions in
the first place.

For Boyles, Carusi, and Attick (in Ayers et al., 2009), conceptualising social justice as an ideal that exists
within a distributive paradigm can mean that scholars and education leaders, with ideologies that
remain contrary to social justice, can claim to promote social justice by providing students equal access
to education. Importantly, they state that a non-distributive notion of justice in education is an
unattainable goal within an education system that promotes justice as existing when students are
given equal access to education (Ayers et al., 2009, p. 40). So the underlying questions remain: What
does it mean to adopt a social justice approach in the work that we do in higher education? To extend
the idea of access and equality from the perspective of the policy and the institution to that of the
teacher/lecturer/facilitator of learning? To move beyond equity and social justice being seen as mere
buzzwords and instead becoming part of the lived practise in the classroom (Hackman, 2005, p. 103)?
And to (re)envision the possibilities of higher education research and praxis through a social justice
lens (Patton et al., 2010, p. 268)?

This need to revisit our understanding of social justice was reiterated by Fraser (2005, p. 71) who stated
that there is a need to change the way we argue about social justice. Her earlier argument that social
justice should include consideration of socioeconomic redistribution (distributive justice) and legal or
cultural recognition—aspects that she referred to as the what of justice (i.e., what is owed)—is
extended to include the political dimension (i.e., the how of social justice). The question this presents
is simple: How do we do social justice? Fraser’s (2005) multidimensional frame for social justice
extended the basic definition of social justice to encompass parity of participation, that is, justice that
requires social arrangements that permit all to participate as peers in social life. She stated,
“Overcoming injustice means dismantling institutionalised obstacles that prevent some people from
participating on a par with others, as full partners in social interaction” (2005, p. 73). This would be the
ideal—an understanding, acceptance, and application of a social justice system that sees and accepts
all participants as equals. Are there, perhaps, principles of social justice that can be applied in the
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teaching and learning that takes place in the higher education classroom that contributes, or creates
opportunities for all participants to participate as equals?

Over 40 years ago, Freire (1970) recommended pedagogical methods that recognised the experience
and dignity of students and their culture. He argued against what he called “the banking concept of
education” (1970, p. 53) where education becomes the act of depositing, in which the students are
depositories and the teacher the depositor. He stated that,

in the banking concept of education, knowledge is a gift bestowed by those who consider
themselves knowledgeable upon those who they consider to know nothing. Projecting an
absolute onto others, a characteristic of the ideology of oppression, negates education
and knowledge as a process of inquiry. (Freire, 1970, p. 53)

According to Freire (1970), social justice in education is allowing students to be inquirers, not
containers; to present an education that encourages dialogue, problem solving and critical thinking.
Freire’s (1970) ideas have been instrumental in transforming the way educators think about and
approach language teaching and learning. His, and other similar views (Giroux, 1997; Gor, 2005) have
been the foundation on which critical pedagogy is based. The real value of critical pedagogy lies in its
aim to provide an education that is transformative, empowering, and student-centred. Freire (1970)
advocated for dialogue as a key component in the classroom. He said that “without dialogue there is
no communication, and without communication there can be no real education” (1970, p. 74). For him,
the banking concept of education resists dialogue while a problem-solving education regards dialogue
as indispensable to the act of cognition, which unveils reality (Freire, 1970, p. 64). Clearly then, for
critical pedagogists like Freire (1970), a truly just education system is one which, in the act of dialogue,
encourages the asking and answering of questions through the process of critical thinking. This was
confirmed by Aliakbari and Faraji (2011, p. 77) who stated that, through problem-posing education
and questioning the problematic issues in learners’ lives, students learn to think critically and develop
a critical consciousness that helps them to improve their life conditions and take the necessary actions
to build a more just and equitable society.

Thirty-five years later, thinking had not changed. Hackman (2005, p. 103) stated that social justice
education encourages students to

take an active role in their own education and supports teachers in creating empowering,
democratic, and critical educational environments; and that it includes student
empowerment, the equitable distribution of resources, social responsibility, democracy, a
student-centred focus, dialogue and an analysis of power.

Similar principles were highlighted by Dover (2013), who stated that teaching for social justice draws
most heavily from five conceptual and pedagogical philosophies: democratic education, critical
pedagogy, multicultural education, culturally responsive education, and social justice education.
Within these five traditions aspects such as participatory pedagogy, problem solving, critical thinking,
dialogue, inclusivity and holistic education are key.

The review above intended to present, albeit succinctly, thinking around the idea of social justice (and
its relation to critical pedagogy). Importantly, the review may allow us to see how the broader aspect
of social justice as doing the right thing, as equality, and as access can, perhaps, be narrowed to the
context of higher education, and then narrowed even further to principles that can be applied to the
setting of the higher education classroom. As indicated above, based on the ideas of Freire (1970),
Hackman (2005), and Dover (2013), these principles include, though are not limited to, dialogue,
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problem solving, critical thinking, student empowerment, student-centred focus, holistic education,
and analysis of power. How, then, can these principles be applied to teaching and learning in the
context of a writing centre?

Social Justice and Critical Pedagogy in the Context of a Writing Centre

The value of the support provided in a writing centre, previously considered a largely North American
creation, is well-documented today in international literature. From Olsen’s (1984) contribution on the
theory and administration of a writing centre to North’s (1984) seminal article proclaiming the need
to create better writers, not better writing, Harris’s (1986) contributions on conversations, to Archer
and Richards’ (2011) contribution on writing centres here in South Africa, not much has been left
undocumented about writing centre work. However, an area largely untouched has been how to
implement social justice principles in the context of a writing centre. Many of the articles on writing
centre support mention that writing centre work is social justice work. That the “writing centre aims
to promote and facilitate access to higher education, within an ethos of social justice and national
redress” (Archer, 2011, p. 355). And that “social justice and the democratisation of higher education
have always been part of the mission of writing centres” (Trimbur, 2014, p. 67, quoted in Archer &
Parker, 2016, p. 44) without fully defining the nature of the actual principles of this social justice. It is
hoped that this paper makes a contribution in this regard.

The need to answer this question stems from my own personal experience of being tasked with the
responsibility of establishing the first writing centre, not just within the faculty, but within the
institution as well. The writing centre was established with very little other than a venue, salaries, and
the foresight of a director kind enough to fund the purchase of a computer. Now, some two and a half
years later amidst the turbulence that often engulfs higher education, we are asking whether the work
we do makes a real difference. The writing centre as a largely marginalised space, serving a largely
marginalised student body is not new. And yet we knew from its inception that this was exactly what
we wanted to move away from. We hoped that our mission echoed this ideal:

To provide writing support to undergraduate students in the Faculty of Humanities by
creating a positive and professional environment in which students can engage in focused
dialogue with consultants about their academic writing. (University of Pretoria, n.d.)

The one-on-one consultations are what set apart a writing centre from other support services offered
by the university. The literature on peer tutoring and collaborative learning is rich with evidence of the
success of these strategies (Longfellow, May, Burke, & Marks-Maran, 2008; Rambiritch, 2016; Shrestha
& Coffin, 2012). Tutor-assisted learning or peer-assisted learning can be understood as the learning
process that sees a senior student, or a more experienced learner, support or guide a student who is
less experienced, less expert, or less knowledgeable (see Bruffee, 1984; Fouche, 2007; Grant & Hoeber,
1978; Maxwell, 1990). These and other studies highlight the value of tutor or peer-assisted learning—
this is especially so in a country like South Africa where most tertiary institutions need measures in
place to assist under- or poorly prepared students. Thus, the value of this individual support in a writing
centre cannot be overemphasised. It is, however, essential to ensure that consultants and tutors who
are a part of this dialogue understand clearly the significance of this conversation, as well as the subtle
rules that underlie effective conversations in a writing centre. As part of the initial full-day training,
and guided by Brooks (1991), Harris (1986), and Thompson and Mackiewicz (2014), consultants were
introduced to strategies to be used during conversations with students. These included advice on the
Socratic method of tutoring where consultants ask questions rather than give instructions: Rather than
“You don’t have a thesis,” ask “Can you show me your thesis statement?” Socratic dialogues are active
discussions between the consultant and the student to formulate and express his or her thoughts
(Brooks, 1991). Related to this, Brook’s (1991) idea of minimalist tutoring is discussed in detail.
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Minimalist tutoring requires students to solve their own problems under the supervision of a tutor
who acts as a coach, a more experienced peer rather than an editor, and values small victories on the
way to greater student skill and independence. Lastly, students are introduced to Pemberton’s Law of
Tutorics, which is similar to the previous two strategies in that it encourages the tutor or consultant to
allow the student to take the lead in the dialogue. But what does this mean in practice?

The writing centre that is the focus of this study employs five writing centre consultants who are all
postgraduate students. They are quite diverse in race, age, discipline of study, and language. As a
group, they speak a combination of at least five different South African languages. Students using the
writing centre can then choose to consult in English or a language both the consultant and the student
are comfortable in (this is discussed further in the Findings and Discussions section below). Students
are required to bring a draft of a text they are working on to the consultation. While the text is the
focus of the discussion, the student maintains complete ownership of the text. The consultant does
not write on the text or make changes to the text. This is one way of ensuring that the consultation
remains a dialogue and not an editing session. Equally important, is the need for the student to see
himself or herself as an equal partner in this process. Students who visit the writing centre arrive
expecting to be told what to do. By drawing them into the discussion, asking them their thoughts on
the topic they have to write about, and sometimes even venturing into discussions not directly related
to the text, a student can begin to feel accepted, acknowledged, and respected. This can become the
ideal platform to give the student a voice. The consultation then becomes about satisfying the needs
of the student as opposed to focusing on what the tutor assumes the student needs. O’ Neill and
McMahon (2005), in discussing the concept of a student-centred pedagogy, stated that it is reflective
of the democratic society that respects individual freedom and choice; already there is a shift in the
dynamics of power the student is generally accustomed to. In the setting of the classroom or lecture
hall, seeing the lecturer as the expert, and surrounded by other students, the student is often voiceless
and powerless. In the context of the writing centre consultation, the student is an equal partner whose
voice, views, and questions are an essential part of the dialogue. The next section of this paper will,
therefore, look at how the social justice principles, identified above, are applied in a writing centre in
order to create the safe space students need to find and use their voices.

Methodology

The five writing centre consultants were asked to complete a questionnaire comprising six open-ended
questions, focusing mainly on the questions and questioning that occurs during the consultation:

e Question 1: How do you generally begin a consultation? What would be the three
common questions you would ask to begin the discussion?

e Question 2: How do you respond when students are hesitant to ask questions or take
the lead in the discussion or dialogue?

e Question 3: How important is it for students to respond to you or your questions?
Why?

e Question 4: What impact, do you think, have your one-on-one sessions had on your
tutees or students in the writing centre? Please provide examples to substantiate.

e Question 5: In your view, what makes for a successful consultation?
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e Question 6: Explain briefly if and how you think we apply the following principles in
the writing centre: problem solving, critical thinking, student empowerment, social
responsibility, student-centred focus, holistic education and an analysis of power.

Open-ended questions are used in surveys to provide respondents with the opportunity to freely
express their opinions about issues (Infosurv Research, n.d.). They also allow greater insight into the
views, opinions, and experiences of respondents than do closed-ended questions. It is for these
reasons that the questionnaire administered to the writing centre consultants included six open-ended
questions. Because such questions (in questionnaires especially) sometimes draw answers that are
short and not detailed enough because of the time needed to respond effectively, the consultants
were given close to a week to complete and submit these. This was done to also allow the consultant
to reflect on the consultations before completing the questionnaire. The questions were structured to
be interpretive. A response to an interpretive question is a subjective response that involves the thing
that is being interpreted and the person doing the interpreting. An interpretive question has more
than one answer, which that can be supported with evidence, in this case, from the actual consultation
(Vocabulary.com, n.d.). The questions asked did not make specific reference to the aspect of social
justice but, rather, asked questions related to the dialogue, discussion, and questioning that took place
during the consultation. This was to ensure that the responses from the consultants were unbiased. It
was important for the researcher to determine whether these principles of social justice did occur
during the consultation without influencing the respondents in any way. All responses were then
categorised according to the principles of social justice identified.

Brief quantitative evidence, from the evaluation forms students who visit the writing centre complete,
are integrated into the discussion in the Findings and Discussions section as well. The evaluation forms
or online surveys are e-mailed to students via the online booking tool once the consultation has ended.
Completed forms are returned via e-mail. Statistics are automatically generated from the survey
function of the online booking system. The survey comprises Likert-style questions, which give
students 3 to 6 (e.g., yes, no, maybe; excellent, good, poor; excellent, fair, good, unacceptable, very
good, average). The statistical analysis integrated into the discussion at the end of the paper is based
on feedback between February and June 2017. Ethical clearance for the project has been granted by
the faculty’s Research and Ethics Committee. Consultants were required to fill out a letter of consent,
which gave us permission to use their responses. They were also made aware of the fact that their
anonymity was guaranteed and that they could withdraw from the research at any point

Findings and Discussions

The findings suggest that it is within the act of dialogue, in the context of the writing centre, that these
social justice principles (problem solving, critical thinking, student empowerment, social responsibility,
student-centred focus, holistic education and an analysis of power) are energised. The principles
identified cannot be discussed as individual principles operating in isolation. In many instances, they
operate simultaneously or in tandem. Sometimes they are very deliberate actions on the part of the
consultant or the student—they happen implicitly, explicitly, directly, or indirectly. Take the social
justice principles of problem solving and critical thinking, for example. No writing centre consultation
begins with a request to focus on critical thinking or problem solving, yet a successful consultation
cannot take place without actions and questions that require the student to solve a problem or think
critically about a response, thought, view, issue, or choice. Baker (1988, p. 37) defined critical thinking
as analysing arguments and reasoning thoughtfully and is in agreement with Glaser’s definition
(quoted in Baker, 1988) of critical thinking as involving a higher order of intellectual development,
which includes the ability to reason. The act of effective academic writing cannot happen without
problem solving and critical thinking. In the context of the writing centre consultation, it is through the
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act of asking and responding to questions that the student is encouraged, sometimes forcefully, to
think critically. Consultant responses confirmed this:

| want them to respond because sometimes by asking questions and talking, they pick up
their own mistakes, which is more valuable to them. It’s good to sometimes act as
facilitator for them to find their own mistakes, this way when they are editing their work
at home they are more likely to pick up mistakes by themselves. (Consultant 1)

Being able to identify a mistake, understand why it is a mistake, and to apply the same rule, for
example, to other writing to ensure the mistake is not repeated, is one small step towards problem
solving. When asked to explain if and how the principles of problem solving and critical thinking are
applied in the writing centre, responses confirmed the above:

Asking students what they mean, how they could better phrase something, how they could
go about answering a certain question or addressing a certain topic, requires them to solve
their own “problems” and think critically about their own writing and the texts they are
referring to. (Consultant 2)

To promote problem solving, consultants allow students to formulate their own ideas of
which features should be included in an academic text before the consultant guides them.
The student must therefore think for him/herself in order to solve their writing issues. This
links to the concept of critical thinking as well, as the student must also evaluate his/her
work in order to identify his/her writing issues. In both cases the consultant acts as a guide,
empowering the student to become an independent thinker. (Consultant 4)

We look at each student’s writing individually and encourage them to find their own errors
so that the help they receive is sustainable and applicable to their future studies as well,
and not just the individual assignment. (Consultant 1)

Hoon and White (n.d.) explained that, often, a number of ESL (English second language) students may
be quiet or appear passive because they lack the metalanguage to ask questions or to talk about their
writing, that the classroom atmosphere is too threatening and inhibiting for them to venture with their
“assumingly stupid questions especially when the teacher is there to grade them” (p. 3). Talking to a
peer, even a more knowledgeable, experienced peer is less daunting. More importantly, there is no
fear of the end product—assessment. The student is encouraged to feel comfortable and safe without
fear of reprisal. This view was confirmed in consultant responses to Questions 1 and 2 in the
guestionnaire (Question 1: “How do you generally begin a consultation? What would be the 3 common
questions you would ask to begin the discussion?” Question 2: “How do you respond when students’
are hesitant to ask questions or take the lead in the discussion or dialogue?”). Feedback indicates that
consultants start the conversation by attempting to put the student at ease:

I generally start a first consultation by asking the student’s preferred name and his/her
study direction. | do this to establish a baseline for the direction the session is going to go,
as well as putting the student at ease. (Consultant 3)

Generally, | begin the consultation by confirming that the student is the one who booked
with me (“Are you Mpho? Great! You’re with me.”). The next question | ask is, “What is
your assignment on?” Frequently it is at this point that the students reach for their
assignment topic, and while it is certainly useful to ensure that they understood it, | think
it is important to hear the student’s interpretation of the topic. (Consultant 2)
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I begin by asking the student which year he/she is and what subject they need help with.
(Consultant 1)

With regards to Question 2, consultants indicated that when students were hesitant to take the lead
they:

try to make them comfortable by giving a funny example and | make it clear that even
though | am a senior student, | also struggle with writing sometimes. (Consultant 1)

Or,

beginning by asking the student about the assignment topic encourages them to take the
lead. If they are hesitant, it is generally because they are worried that they are incorrect. |
stress that | have not studied that subject, or it has been a long time since | studied it, and
therefore | need them to explain certain aspects to me. This, | feel, is empowering to
students as they take on the role of teacher/educator. Unless their draft is flawless,
persistence in asking questions is key. (Consultant 2)

As can be seen here, even when a student is hesitant to participate, there are techniques used to draw
the student into the discussion and to take the lead. Interestingly, even the tone and language choice
make a deliberate effort to draw in the student and differ vastly from that of a formal lecture (Are you
Mpho? Great! You’re with me.).

Student feedback in response to the Comment and Suggestion category in the survey confirmed this:

Friendly consultant made me feel comfortable.

The consultant was brilliant, she could also speak my native language so | could easily
relate . . . thank you.

She was patient with me and | felt very comfortable with her. | appreciate how she gave
me advice | did not receive from the tutors in my faculty and she was very welcoming for
me to [go] back for assistance with other subjects.

For those of us teaching academic writing, and attempting to be writers ourselves, we know that
academic writing is a very personal experience. Each one of us brings to our writing our own personal
problems, strongly influenced by a number of affective factors. While writing courses (as we do offer)
introduce students to the principles and conventions of the different genres in their discipline, these
courses are presented to an audience of writers of differing abilities, leaving very little time to focus
on individual issues. It is only during these writing centre conversations, that students are awarded the
opportunity to personalise the writing experience, tying in with the need to create a learning
environment that is student-focused. Consultants confirmed this in the following responses to
Question 4 (“What impact, do you think, have your one-on-one sessions had on your tutees or students
in the writing centre?”):

The relative intimacy of the consultation creates a safe space for students to express their
writing concerns without fear of ridicule. (Consultant 2)

They are more comfortable to share what they are struggling with due to the more open
and interactive environment as opposed to the formal classroom set-up. (Consultant 5)
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| find that sometimes students become stressed and overworked and because of their
stress about a particular essay, they cannot begin to write. One-on-one consultations give
me the opportunity to give them perspective and calm them down. Many times they can
write if they have the task broken down for them in manageable parts and they feel less
overwhelmed. (Consultant 1)

This last response also indicates to us that, sometimes during the consultation, drawing in the
contribution of the student requires that the discussion begin by not just focusing on writing but also
other related issues that the student may be struggling with. The need to give perspective and calm
them down probably suggests the need to determine what the student is stressed and pressured by,
and perhaps give advice—not as a writing centre consultant, but as a senior student who has had
similar feelings and experiences. Consultant 3 confirmed this in the following statement:

In my opinion and in my sessions, it has an impact on a personal as well as an academic
level. Many of the first-year students were battling with adjusting to life at university and
we could talk about that.

Talking about their writing allows students to talk aloud about their ideas, thoughts, and the arguments
they want to put forward. Having a consultant to talk to about this means that these ideas and thoughts
and arguments can take shape, and gaps that the tutor recognises can be filled by questions and
discussions. In doing so, students are learning that writing, while a truly personal activity, is also an
interactive one—that writing does not take place alone and in isolation, that talking with other people
about your writing and, importantly, having other people look at your writing, can only serve to
enhance the quality of the final text. In the course of this talking, too, one can see how issues of power
come to the fore, as the student, normally silenced, finds a voice. This too was alluded to in consultant
responses:

Once | had a student who had a long essay to write but she was so overwhelmed because
she did not know how to approach the essay. So | helped her plan it and encouraged her
as well. Afterwards she mentioned that she thinks all she needed was moral support to
actually start writing. The one-on-one consultations provide moral support and personal
writing help that a class situation cannot provide. (Consultant 1)

By getting students to ask questions, answer questions, and talk openly about their writing, we are
focusing on their personal issue with writing, but we are also supporting them as they learn to solve
problems independently. This is what Vygotsky probably referred to when he spoke about “supporting
the learner’s development and providing support structures to get to that next level” (cited in
Raymond, 2000, p. 176). This is also moving closer to what the act of social justice would require.
O’Sullivan and Cleary (2014, p. 56) called this

an inductive approach . . . the peer-tutor encourages and helps the tutee to be involved in
his/her own learning. . . . together they set up an agenda for the consultation that is
purposeful and challenging, and together they work to achieve these goals.

This is in direct contrast to the banking approach to education that Freire was opposed to. It is also
one which attempts to empower the student, giving him or her a voice and the freedom to control the
direction of the consultation. Fraser’s (2005) notion of social justice may not have to remain an ideal.
This student-centred pedagogy and this student empowerment evident here is the first step towards
ensuring that all participants participate as equals, as “full partners in social interaction” (Fraser, 2005,
p. 73). The text that the student is working on is not the central point of the consultation—the student
is. As North stated (1982), the text is essentially the medium—it is the writer we work on. Already,
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there is a shift from what commonly occurs at mass-education settings where the student is invisible.
Elsewhere, | have written (Rambiritch, 2015, p. 16) that it is a student’s writing that represents him or
her. The students are invisible, and their written words are proof enough of their ability. The text to a
student struggling alone with his or her writing can be the enemy—the barrier to academic success. In
the writing centre the individual is central, the text secondary. Prioritising the student, being guided
by what the student requires, and by asking questions rather than providing solutions means that the
consultant can identify and provide additional support in areas that impact negatively on a student’s
writing—for example, reading, grammar, synthesising. The consultations, then, are aimed at
developing the students holistically as opposed to focusing on writing as an isolated skill. Students are
encouraged to come back as many times as they need to in the hope that we are given the opportunity
to provide as much additional support as is necessary.

Dialogue, then, is key to what we do in the writing centre. Dialogue in English, mostly, in the hope of
empowering our students. That alone is a contradiction. Dictated mainly by the institution’s language
policy, the medium of teaching, learning, and communication is now English, with support in Sepedi.
In light of the fact that modules are offered only in English, support is provided in English. Feedback
from consultants indicates that students who do speak another language still prefer the consultation
to take place in English. However, Setswana, isiZulu, or Afrikaans do become the default language
when thoughts or ideas cannot be expressed in English. As one consultant stated, “They use an African
language like Setswana to express ideas that they would otherwise struggle to express in English.” The
online booking programme purchased this year, which records personal information of students
visiting the writing centre, indicates that 23% of students indicate English as their first or home
language, 11% Afrikaans, and 16% did not indicate a first or home language, with the highest African
language at 7% being isiZulu, and the lowest being isiNdebele and Tshivenda, both at 0.36%.
Interestingly, while Sepedi is a language of communication at this particular institution and indicated
as such in the language policy, no student indicated Sepedi as a first or home language. While students
do speak a range of South African languages, they prefer consultations to take place in English. How,
then, does this truly reflect social justice? English is the language of oppression. Hooks (1994, p. 168)
stated that it is the language of conquest and domination, “the mask which hides the loss of so many
tongues, all those sounds of diverse native communities we will never hear.” In South Africa too,
language has always been and continues to be a contentious issue. How do we justify social justice
while expecting students to read, write, and speak the very language that is most often the barrier to
their academic success? | would like to think | can find an answer once again in hooks’ words:

Learning English, learning to speak the alien tongue, was one way enslaved Africans began
to reclaim their personal power within a context of domination. Possessing a shared
language, black folks could find a way to make community. (1994, p. 170)

Using English as the medium of communication in the writing centre allows us the possibility of
empowering our students to communicate in a language that may have, until now, silenced them. |
refer to the students Hoon and White (n.d.) made reference to, and to many other ESL students who
do not participate in classroom discussions because they do not see themselves as being adequately
equipped with the necessary metalanguage. The academic institution can be a closed community,
entry into which is often proficiency in English. Empowering students in English secures entry into this
community. It also means that academic success, widening participation, and true access become
possible. Hooks’ (1994. p. 167) quoting of Adrienne Rich’s poem, “The Burning of Paper Instead of
Children,” is relevant here: “This is the oppressor’s language yet | need it to talk to you.” The reality is
that institutional requirements dictate that a student will be assessed on their ability to write—this
too, in English. Encouraging dialogue in English could possibly instil in students a level of comfort with
the language that they may not arrive here possessing. As comfort levels grow, so will confidence to
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use and write in the language. This may be one way of using the hegemonic language to give voice to
our students—to ensure that they are neither marginalised nor silenced.

Conclusion

The narrative above suggests that the principles of social justice identified are applied successfully in
the context of the writing centre. This is based on our understanding of these principles, as well as
feedback from consultants. Evidence of student experiences in the writing centre has, in a few
instances, been integrated into the discussion. More concrete evidence of the value of our support can
be seen in students’ responses to other questions as well. 94% of students agreed that “The writing
centre is beneficial to me”; 96% agreed that “I felt confident to ask my consultant a question”; 94%
agreed that “My consultant provided opportunities for me to ask questions.” Students were very
positive about the ability of the writing centre consultant to assist them with their writing, with 98%
of students agreeing that the consultant was knowledgeable about academic writing and that they
were provided with valuable advice on how to improve their writing. Most importantly, however, was
students’ response to the statement: “I will apply what | have learnt to other subject fields.” For those
of us working in the field of academic literacy, and academic writing specifically, we are well aware
that the real value of what we do lies in our students’ ability to apply what we teach them to the
reading and writing they do throughout their academic careers—the transfer of skills is paramount in
academic literacy and writing. Here 98% of students agreed.

This study set out to understand the concept of social justice as used in the higher education classroom,
as well as to identify social justice principles that we could apply to the work that we do. Having
identified these principles, the study showed that the principles, while not occurring in isolation, do
occur during the dialogue that occurs between consultant and student. The real value of this study lies
in the ability to do social justice, to empower students, give them a voice, develop them holistically,
and contribute meaningfully to their learning as they find their way to academic success. Of course,
this small-scale, mainly qualitative study is not the end of the road; it is, rather, just the very first step
in evaluating the quality of such contributions to student development. Further, more intensive,
quantitatively stronger evidence would be needed to measure the real success or effect of our support.
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Introduction and Background

Although the African continent has rich cultural and linguistic diversity with more than 2,000 languages
(UNESCO, 2010), the question of the language of learning and teaching (LOLT), both in primary and
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tertiary education, continues to be a contentious issue. Almost 50% of Africa’s population are mother-
tongue speakers of African languages but only 25% of the African languages are used in secondary
education, and only 5% are used in higher education (UNESCO, 2010). After decades of colonial
independence, the colonial languages (Arabic, English, French, Portuguese, and Spanish) continue to
dominate in various formal domains such as business and education (Alidou, 2004; Alidou & Mazrui,
1999; Bamgbose, 2005; Chumbow, 1990; Prah, 2006). On this continent, the negative effects of the
use of colonial languages are widely documented, especially in relation to English and French as the
main languages of learning and teaching in basic and higher education (Chumbow, 1990; Desai, 2016;
Molosiwa, 2005; Nomlomo & Vuzo, 2014; Prah, 2006).

Similar language trends and challenges are manifest in South Africa. While it is a multilingual country
with 11 official languages, South Africa's language practices in basic and higher education still reflect
the colonial and apartheid legacy after two decades of democracy (Desai, 2016). The democratic
Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (1996) and the Language in Education Policy (Department
of Education, 1997) promoted language equality and equity in education. Similarly, the Language Policy
for Higher Education (Department of Education, 2002) requires higher education institutions to devise
appropriate strategies for promoting multilingualism and the development of all the official languages
as academic languages. However, there is a disjuncture between policy and practice as English and
Afrikaans remain the main languages of knowledge production and circulation in education although
more than 76% of the South African population are speakers of African languages (Alexander, 2005;
Desai, 2016; Heugh, 2003; Prah, 2006). The nine African languages that were accorded official status
after 1994 are still marginalised in education (Alexander, 2005; Desai, 2003; Heugh, 2003; Kaschula &
Maseko, 2014; Nomlomo, 2007; Prah, 2006). Due to English hegemony, South Africa is currently
producing young people who can hardly read and write in their home languages, and this exacerbates
the stigmatisation of African languages in education (Prah, 2006).

Apart from the language policy and practice issues in education, equal physical access and
epistemological access to learning in South Africa have also been part of the transformation discourse
in education since 1994. With the demise of apartheid education in 1994, students’ physical access to
higher education in South Africa has increased (Morrow, 1994). This has led to an increase in cultural
and linguistic diversity in many higher education institutions. Yet, despite the shift in student
demographics with regard to racial and linguistic groups, the language policy practices and curricula in
many institutions still reflect the colonial and apartheid worldviews that promote white supremacy
and dominance (Heleta, 2016). The teaching and learning materials are still largely prepared for
(English) monolingual students (Hibbert, 2011) and there is no provision for African languages.
Consequent low academic literacy skills mean many university students struggle with writing academic
texts and understanding academic concepts and terminology in their fields of study (Banda, 2006;
Fisher & Scott, 2011). Some students who are confronted with these linguistic and academic challenges
face the risk of academic exclusion while others drop out of the system (Fisher & Scott, 2011).

Hence, recent research findings on students’ success in South African higher education indicate that
poor achievement and high dropout rates are higher among black students whose home languages are
not used in teaching and learning (Moeketsi & Maile, 2008; Strydom & Mentz, 2010). This suggests
that the language used in teaching and learning is a key factor in facilitating or constraining learners’
access to, and success in, learning (UNESCO, 2010). Students’ access to learning clearly remains a great
epistemological concern in many South African higher education institutions (Madiba, 2010; van der
Walt, 2013).
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In order to facilitate access to meaningful learning, certain higher education institutions have taken
initiatives to support students’ epistemological access through their home languages rather than in
English. These universities have made use of various strategies such as code switching, translation of
materials, and translanguaging. Additional support materials include multilingual glossaries for various
disciplines such as psychology, economics, and science (Antia & Dyers, 2016; Kaschula & Maseko, 2014;
Mkhize, Dumisa, & Chitindingu, 2014; Ngcobo, Ndaba, Nyangiwe, Mpungose, & Jamal, 2016; Paxton &
Tyam, 2010; Pliddemann, Nomlomo, & Jabe, 2010). These strategies take a transformative and
inclusive approach to promoting the use of African languages, and serve to support students’ learning
in their home languages, which are otherwise stigmatised in education.

While there is growing awareness of innovative multilingual approaches to facilitate students’
epistemological access in certain South African higher education institutions, there is less conversation
about students’ biliteracy developmental levels. More discussion is thus required about how the
development of biliteracy might influence students' meaningful access to targeted knowledge,
especially when biliteracy is mediated through additional learning support resources such as glossaries
that include African languages. Currently there is great concern about black South African youth,
especially those from the middle class who experience home language loss in favour of English. As a
result, some can hardly read or write in their home languages, and have effectively become
monolingual in English (Prah, 2006). These tendencies exacerbate the marginalisation of African
languages as academic languages.

In this article, we focus on an educational transformative practice regarding the use multilingual
glossaries in a first-year electrical engineering course in one higher education institution of the
Western Cape. The study aimed to uncover how students with varying (bi)literacy levels between their
home language (isiXhosa) and an additional language (English) experienced the use of multilingual
glossaries designed for an electrical engineering course. We argue that the use of multilingual
resources, such as glossaries, does not necessarily guarantee students’ epistemological access if, in the
targeted resource languages, their biliteracy skills (reading and writing) are underdeveloped. We were
guided by two questions:

e What are the students’ experiences regarding the use of multilingual glossaries for
epistemological access to electrical engineering content knowledge?

e In higher education, what are the implications for multilingual and biliteracy
development and transformation of students’ experience?

Guided by the principles of democracy and social justice (Nagda, Gurin, & Lopez, 2003), we draw on a
conceptual framework that is informed by three interrelated knowledge streams: epistemological
access, multilingualism, and biliteracy (Hopewell & Escamilla, 2014; Hornberger, 2004; Morrow, 1994;
Reyes, 2006). An in-depth discussion of these concepts follows.

Multilingualism and Biliteracy for Epistemological Access

The discourse on access to education has been at the centre of debate since the end of colonialism in
Africa (Jansen, 2008). However, it gained momentum with the advent of the Education for All (EFA)
movement in the early 1990s (Alexander, 2005; Jansen, 2008).

At the end of apartheid in South Africa, equal access to education was prioritised on the agenda for
transformation. At this time, Wally Morrow (1994) drew a distinction between physical access
(students’ admission or enrolment) and meaningful learning. In his article, Entitlement and
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Achievement in Education, he coined the concept epistemological access (Morrow, 1994) to refer to
the meaningful learning required for competency levels to be achieved (Jansen, 2008; Motala,
Dieltiens, & Sayad, 2009). Thus epistemological access continues to be a central principle underlying
teaching and learning in South Africa.

Another concept that has received attention in South Africa since the birth of democracy in 1994 is
multilingualism. Multilingualism refers to different languages spoken in a particular community, as well
as language competencies in a variety of languages (Burcu, Fannin, Montanera, Cummins, 2014; Desai,
2003; Prah, 2006). Currently, there is an abundance of international and local literature on
multilingualism as a marker of democracy, equity, inclusion, and social justice in linguistically diverse
societies (Burcu et al., 2014; UNESCO, 2010). Also, the educational benefits of multilingualism are
widely recognised and documented as noted above (Alexander, 2005; Alidou, 2004; Alidou & Mazrui,
1999; Bamgbose, 2005; Brock-Utne, 2005; Chumbow, 2013; Desai, 2003; Heugh, 2003; Prah, 2006;
UNESCO, 2010; Webb, 2004).

Similarly, bilingualism and biliteracy have received attention in the United States since the 1990s.
These terms have been used as a framework in which to assess and understand how bilingual learners
acquire English and English language literacy, notably in reading (Hopewell & Escamilla, 2014;
Hornberger, 2004; Reyes, 2006). Thus, there is a strong interrelationship between bilingualism and
biliteracy as bilingual learners are able to develop literacy skills in both languages (Giambo & Szecsi,
2015).

But bilingual competence is not synonymous with biliteracy (Giambo & Szecsi, 2015). Biliteracy refers
to any type of communication that occurs in two or more languages in or around writing for meaning
making (Hornberger, 2004). It can be achieved simultaneously or successively. This implies that the
degrees of fluency and expertise in the two languages may vary according to contexts and domains
(Hopewell & Escamilla, 2014; Hornberger, 2004; Reyes, 2006). However, while bilingualism affirms the
students’ home languages, it does not guarantee that they will develop reading and writing literacy in
both languages (Reyes, 2006).

Biliteracy, by contrast, refers to the ability to use literacy skills (oral, listening, reading, writing) in both
languages, at varying degrees. Biliterate people are able to use the knowledge of the two languages
for specific functions and to facilitate language and concept development in the new language
(Hornberger, 2004; Reyes, 2006).

Research shows that reading and using materials in the language that is stronger for the student
increases the students’ literacy performance (Giambo & Szecsi, 2015). One of the strategies for
promoting biliteracy is to allow students to read in both languages, which implies that access be made
available to materials in both languages (Giambo & Szecsi, 2015). In other words, the literacy skills
possessed in one language will advance the literacy skills in the other language. Such skills include
reading strategies, decoding, phonological awareness, writing, and so forth. This is especially likely if
the two languages have similar writing systems (Giambo & Szecsi, 2015). In this way, bilingual children
become biliterate rather than literate in the dominant language only, and they develop abilities to rely
on the two languages as linguistic and cognitive resources (Reyes, 2006).

Bilingual and biliteracy practices challenge the deficit or monolingual perspective that condemns the
students’ (excluded) home languages as inhibitors of cognitive and linguistic growth in the classroom.
Hence, biliteracy theories are often used as lenses through which to understand research in teaching
and language planning within linguistically diverse contexts (Chumbow, 2013; Hornberger, 2004).
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Multilingualism can be associated with biliteracy given the varying contexts and media in which
languages are used. For instance, in a classroom setting students might have access to reading or
writing systems in two (or more) languages for different purposes (Reyes, 2006). There is also a range
of literacies (besides reading and writing) that reinforce students’ cultural and home languages for
communication in the classroom (Burcu et al., 2014). Hence, the multiliteracies approach advocated
by Burcu et al., (2014) is a relevant one for the variety of sociocultural and linguistic resources that can
facilitate students’ access to knowledge, notably in the South African context.

In education, the concept of biliteracy as well as that of multilingualism entail the use of linguistic
resources as capital with which to challenge English hegemony while affirming students’ home
languages, culture, and identity (Hopewell & Escamilla, 2014). The growing number of linguistically
diverse students across the world makes it more urgent that multilingualism and biliteracy be
promoted. Both have been used as alternative strategies for ensuring that students thrive in
multilingual environments (Giambo & Szecsi, 2015).

In the South African context, many speakers of African languages are proficient in more than two
languages other than English (Heugh, 2003; Prah, 2006) because there is mutual intelligibility between
the African language groups such as the Nguni languages—isiXhosa, isiZulu, isiNdebele, and Siswati.
However, the multilingual abilities of African language speakers are often measured against their
proficiency in English only, and this compromises their rich linguistic repertoires which serve as, and
potentially offer, social and academic resources (Prah, 2006).

Thus in multilingual South Africa, the concept of multiliteracy would be more appropriate than
biliteracy given that some students have reading and writing literacies in more than two languages.
However, given the focus and context of our research we still refer to biliteracy to investigate students’
levels of literacy proficiency in accessing engineering texts in two languages (English and isiXhosa).

Hornberger’s (2004) definition of biliteracy refers to forms of communication in two or more languages
in and around writing. In our context, we therefore came to see the interrelationship between
multilingualism and biliteracy because the students came from different language backgrounds yet
they had to access electrical engineering content through the medium of English only.

It is against this backdrop that we provided students competent in English and isiXhosa with
multilingual glossaries. Our purpose was to understand how isiXhosa-speaking students exploited
linguistic resources by using their home language to make sense of electrical engineering concepts in
English. Thus, our investigation is based on an alignment between our definitions of multilingualism,
biliteracy, and epistemological access. We believe that these three concepts are interconnected and
therefore relevant to the practices that should inform transformation and pedagogies in culturally and
linguistically diverse contexts.

Research Methodology

Here follows a detailed explanation of the research methodology which includes sampling, research
procedures, and ethical considerations observed in the procurement of data.

We created a qualitative research design in order to understand students’ experience of using
multilingual glossaries to gain access to knowledge in the field of electrical engineering. The appeal of
qualitative research is that it takes place in the natural world. It is interactive, context-focused,
humanistic, emergent, and basically interpretative (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Thus, our qualitative
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study was conducted in the Department of Engineering with first-year electrical engineering students
in one higher education institution of the Western Cape.

Sampling and Participants

A convenience sample entails collecting information from participants who are easily accessible to the
researcher (Etikan, Musa, & Alkassim, 2016). Given that one of the authors worked directly with the
students on a daily basis, it was easy and convenient to gain access to them. The engineering class
from which the participants were drawn was multilingual and comprised students from different
language groups such as English, Afrikaans, isiXhosa, and other South African languages. The majority
were Afrikaans home-language speakers.

For the purpose of this study, we conveniently selected isiXhosa home-language speakers.

The option for engineering students was influenced by the fact that this field is regarded as one of the
high-risk disciplines in an institution where students often need extra support. Also, as a science,
engineering requires that students develop a conceptual understanding of technical procedures
through problem solving. It uses specialised language or a register that is often dense and abstract
(Jones, 2000). Students are expected to be creative and innovative as they transform ideas into useful
products that bring about necessary and positive change in society. Thus the authors recognised the
need for language support given that the performance analysis had indicated that language
constituted one of the barriers to learning, particularly for black students who were mainly isiXhosa
home-language speakers. Moreover, most had not studied engineering at school and they were
struggling to understand certain concepts in this field.

The sample comprised 14 participants: eight female and six male students. All participants spoke
isiXhosa as a home language, and their ages ranged from 19 to 22 years. They had matriculated at
diverse schools. There were five students from township schools, three from rural schools, five from
former white (Model C) schools and one from a private school. The majority of students (eight) came
from under-resourced rural and township schools.

Students from the rural and township schools did isiXhosa as a home language and English as a second
language or first additional language. They had been taught by isiXhosa home-language speakers. At
school, the language of instruction was English (first additional language). In the former white and
private schools, English was taught as a home language, and was also the language of instruction.
Students from former white schools did isiXhosa at school as a third or second additional language so
they had elementary reading and writing skills in isiXhosa. They were also fluent in speaking the
language. The student from the private school did not study isiXhosa at school and had very limited
reading and writing proficiency in it although she could speak the language.

Participants were selected on the basis that they were first-year students studying engineering and
they had indicated that their home language was isiXhosa. They had shown interest in the project and
a willingness to participate, and were thus available for interviews. Students were given pseudonyms
for purposes of anonymity. Data were collected by means of open-ended questionnaires and focus
group interviews as illustrated in the sections that follow.

Questionnaires

The questionnaires were open-ended and presented in English. The students were allowed to respond
in either English or isiXhosa or they could mix languages, that is, shift between English and isiXhosa.
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The questionnaires were subdivided into themes that captured various elements relating to the aims
of the study. For example, the first theme of the questionnaire covered students’ biographical
information including age, gender, first and additional languages studied at high school, as well as the
location and type of school they attended (rural/township/private/former white schools). The second
part was open-ended and dealt with the following issues:

e whether or not they used the glossaries, and what reason/s obtained
e frequency of glossary use

e benefits of glossary use

e challenges in using glossaries

e recommendations for development of multilingual glossaries.

The questionnaires were completed in one day and returned to the researcher. A preliminary analysis
of the questionnaires was done before conducting focus group interviews with the same students. The
aim was to identify gaps and areas that needed further probing in the interviewing session.

The next section describes how the focus group interviews proceeded.

Focus Group Interviews

As indicated, the focus group interviews were conducted with the same students who had completed
the questionnaires. The purpose of the focus group interviews was to facilitate triangulation of, and
elaboration on, certain issues. Triangulation was intended to increase the credibility and validity of the
data obtained from the questionnaires by incorporating the differently-sourced viewpoints. It is helpful
because it allows for cross-checking, confirmation, and completeness, which brings balance between
two or more different types of research (Yeasmin & Rahman, 2012).

Students were divided into two heterogenous groups with regard to gender and school background.
Two focus groups were held, each lasting between 40 to 45 minutes. The first group consisted of eight
students, and the second group comprised six. The number in each group was determined by students'
availability. Students were divided into two groups in order to give individuals sufficient opportunity
to express themselves freely. To accommodate all participants, the interviews were conducted in
English and isiXhosa through code switching. A recording device was used once students had granted
their permission. Student responses were then transcribed to facilitate data analysis.

Ethical Considerations

The research study adhered to ethics with regard to the participants’ confidentiality, respect, and
voluntary participation (de Vos, Strydom, Fouché, & Delport, 2005; Henning, van Rensburg, & Smit,
2004). Students' permission to participate in the study was sought well in advance, and comprehensive
information about the aims and scope of the research was shared with all. We also ensured that their
identity would be protected by using pseudonyms in reporting on the findings. Ethical clearance was
obtained from the higher education institution at which one of the researchers is registered.
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Data Analysis

The findings of this study were established through an approach based on thematic analysis (Dainte &
Lightfoot, 2004) aimed at extracting conceptual significance from the data by examining and observing
emerging patterns (Javadi & Zarea, 2016).

On the basis of this approach, the themes that emerged from the data analysis pointed to the benefits
and constraints of accessing knowledge through multilingual glossaries. Because student experience
formed the nub of this enquiry, what follows is a discussion that hones in on students’ multilingual and
biliteracy development levels in the languages they were exposed to at high school and in higher
education. We extend the discussion to incorporate the implications of multilingualism and biliteracy
for transformation in higher education.

Student Experiences

The findings indicate that students’ biliteracy abilities enriched their knowledge of engineering course
content and also placed isiXhosa in a space where it was recognised as an intellectualised language.
Unfortunately, the status quo (a monolingual English environment) obtained for students who lacked
reading and writing skills in isiXhosa.

Cognitive Benefits

The analysed data revealed that students had different experiences with regard to the use of glossaries
to support their learning. The benefits cited were in the cognitive domain and related to enrichment
in the sphere of academic content knowledge. Students’ responses seemed to be influenced by their
high school backgrounds and the languages they had had more exposure to before they joined higher
education. Some students indicated that the glossaries were useful for deepening their understanding
of particular concepts in engineering. Both the questionnaire and focus group interview data showed
that all the students (n = 8) who matriculated in townships and rural schools highlighted the benefits
of glossaries. For instance, one of the female students (Nosipho) had this to say about the role of
engineering glossaries in learning:

It gives us clear understanding of the things that are new to us in the field of engineering
since the whole course is new to us.

This finding is unsurprising given that much has been documented about the value of the home
language in facilitating students’ epistemological access (Heugh, 2003; Mbekwa & Nomlomo, 2013;
Nomlomo, 2007; Prah, 2006; Webb, 2004). Recent research corroborates the cognitive benefits of the
home language in various higher education disciplines such as language, academic literacy, and
psychology (Mkhize et al., 2014; Ngcobo et al., 2016; Paxton & Tyam, 2010). Similarly, the pedagogical
value of glossaries is widely acknowledged by many scholars in the field of academic literacy (Beck,
McKeown, & Kucan 2008; Farstrup & Samuels 2008; Graves, 2006; Hiebert & Kamil 2005; Marzano,
2003). Additionally, research shows that there is a lot of code switching in township and rural schools
where teachers themselves are not comfortable in teaching through the medium of English. As a result,
learners leave school with low levels of proficiency for understanding academic texts in English.

The students’ responses tied in with the frequency of the use of the glossaries. Because the township
and rural students struggled with academic concepts, they referred to the glossaries whenever they
experienced difficulties. However, the frequency of the use of these resources was influenced by the
type of language used in translation. Three of the township students stated that although they made
use of the glossaries as often as possible, on occasion they would struggle with the translations
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because some of the concepts are expressed in “pure” isiXhosa terms that they have not been exposed
to in their daily communication. This was a case of language variation because there are standardised
and nonstandardised varieties of isiXhosa (Nomlomo, 1993), which may block students’ understanding
of certain concepts (Nomlomo, 2014).

However, it appeared that students from former white and private schools did not benefit much from
the multilingual glossaries. Only two of the five students who attended the former white school
indicated that they “sometimes” referred to the glossaries for certain concepts.

This was an interesting finding because it highlighted the value of biliteracy: some students could move
between languages to access knowledge in spite of having varying degrees of competence in the two
languages (Hornberger, 2004). In the former case, students' literacy skills in English were stronger than
their skills in isiXhosa and thus they were able to explore their literacies within both languages. In this
way, they could gain epistemological access to relevant concepts and terminology in the field of
engineering.

By contrast, it can be argued that students who were monolingual in English only were deprived of a
source by which to enrich their knowledge. They were at a disadvantage with regard to accessing an
additional resource to support or deepen their learning of concepts in engineering. This deficit may be
assumed given that concepts are the building blocks of human knowledge, and they form an essential
part of reasoning (O’Hara & Prichard, 2009).

However, no students were assessed with the objective of verifying the extent to which they
understood the concepts in their field.

Linguistic Challenges

The challenges that were experienced by students varied. Some had to do with the unfamiliar language
or linguistic register and poor translation of terms from English into isiXhosa, while others were
associated with impoverished vocabulary.

All the students (n =5 + 1) who attended the former white schools and the private school experienced
difficulties with isiXhosa terms that are not used in everyday communication. They struggled to
understand some of these concepts, phrases, and expressions due to the nature of isiXhosa terms that
were inaccessible. As a result, they did not find the isiXhosa section helpful although they showed a
willingness to use it. In fact, some of them (n = 4) indicated that they no longer use the glossaries
because they could not comprehend the isiXhosa part. This may have been due to the fact that they
possessed more language and literacy competence in English because they had had limited exposure
to isiXhosa language and literacy at primary and high school. In fact, one of them had not done isiXhosa
at school, while others had done basic isiXhosa at a second additional language level, so their
vocabulary was limited.

This illustrates the point that while effective vocabulary is needed to promote active, in-depth
processing of words and concepts (Wood, 2001), the type of school students attend has an impact on
how they perceive and interact with additional support. One of them responded thus:

Kukho amagama angaqondakaliyo enza isivakalisi singavakali sonke [There are words
that do not make sense in a sentence].
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Word or vocabulary learning is enhanced when students are actively involved in different vocabulary
development activities rather than being treated as passive recipients of information (Bransford,
Brown, & Cocking, 1999).

One of the students indicated his willingness to use the glossaries, but the translated terminology
appeared to be a barrier to the discourse of engineering. He acknowledged that the engineering
discourse was scientific and characterised by abstract concepts (Jones, 2000) that may not have
equivalents in isiXhosa:

English section is easier to understand because the terms are scientific and are not in
everyday use on our Xhosa communities.

This finding supports Nomlomo’s (2014) findings that translating scientific terms from English to
isiXhosa may pose some challenges to meaning making. It does, however, depend on the approach
one employs in the process (Jokweni, 2005; Nomlomo, 2014), that is, whether it is semasiological
(description of terms) or onomasiological (use of equivalent words). In this instance, the latter
approach was employed. From a sociocultural and linguistic point of view, these students could not
tap into their linguistic capital because their home-language literacy skills were underdeveloped. In
Hopewell and Escamilla’s (2014) terms, the students’ biliteracy trajectories were limited or
impoverished. Consequently, the students could not capitalise on their home language as a resource
as was the case with the students who were schooled in township and rural schools, and who were
thus biliterate in English and isiXhosa. This may be read as the influence of English hegemony and the
stigmatisation of African languages in South African education.

Moreover, the foregoing student's response reinforces the common myth that scientific terms can be
accessed through English only (Prah, 2006). This view has also been challenged by a number of scholars
who advocate for the intellectualisation of African languages (Kaschula & Maseko, 2014; Nomlomo,
2014). Indeed, Kaschula and Maseko (2104) pointed out that language intervention should be at the
level of the home, and the first additional languages, to support the intellectualisation of indigenous
African languages.

This view resonates with the biliteracy pedagogies that assert that learning processes should capitalise
on knowledge obtained through the introduction and exposure to literacy in more than one language
rather than advocate being literate in the dominant language only (Giambo & Szecsi, 2015; Hopewell
& Escamilla, 2014; Reyes, 2006).

Students’ Evaluation of the Glossaries

The analysed data revealed that students had ideas about how to develop appropriate multilingual
glossaries that would benefit the majority. So while they expressed appreciation for the glossaries,
they also directed attention towards areas that needed to be improved. As noted earlier, for the
majority, especially those who had been schooled in rural and township schools, the multilingual
glossaries facilitated their understanding of concepts and this gave them hope for better performance
in the course.
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They made suggestions for extending the glossary to include “difficult” terms, as indicated in the
comment:

There should be some other terms added there in the multilingual glossary especially
difficult terms.

The significance of this suggestion is that it has implications for the selection of terms, the basis of
selection, and the agency in who participates in the selection process.

Some advocated the extension of the translation service to include modules and textbooks, adding
that the whole electrical engineering course should be available in isiXhosa. While this suggestion
sounds ambitious, it has implications for materials development in isiXhosa, which is indeed one of the
ways of fostering its academic status (Prah, 2006).

According to Madiba (2010), the development of multilingual glossaries is an important intervention
strategy for facilitating learning in different disciplines. New concepts can be coined to develop a new
corpus for different content subjects in African languages, but subject specialists have to be involved.
Students themselves can develop terms and registers in their own (African) languages (Paxton, 2009).
A study by Mkhize et al., (2014) illustrated how such an initiative has been conducted with students at
the University of KwaZulu-Natal.

Implications for Transformation in Higher Education

The findings of this study reveal the pivotal role played by language in enhancing and constraining
epistemological access or meaningful learning (Ouane & Glanz, 2010). They show that the student’s
home language is a useful resource in learning, irrespective of socioeconomic background. For
example, while the rural and township students seemed to be disadvantaged in terms of
socioeconomic status, they possessed a rich cultural and linguistic repertoire that was useful for
accessing the multilingual glossaries. This distinguished them from their counterparts who were
English monolinguals. Here was an indication that strong literacy skills in one’s home language may be
an advantage in accessing knowledge across different languages.

While we argue that multilingualism doesn’t necessarily guarantee students’ epistemological access to
knowledge if their biliteracy skills are underdeveloped, it will be misleading to regard multilingualism
as a problem rather than a resource in education. What this implies is that multilingual practices
flourish where students have strong literacy skills in the languages targeted for teaching and learning.
This indicates that there is an interrelationship between multilingualism and biiteracy (Hornberger,
2004), which entails not only the maintenance of the students’ home languages, but also literacy
development in two or more languages.

What it also suggests is that bilingual and biliterate students can capitalise on transferable skills, and
that they have better metalinguistic and pragmatic awareness than monolingual students (Hopewell
& Escamilla, 2014; Reyes, 2006). The former have increased opportunities to access better learning.

So, the findings seem to corroborate the view that the goal of biliteracy is to affirm one’s home
language and cultural capital in knowledge construction (Burcu et al., 2014). This is how
multilingualism and biliteracy methodologies contribute towards transforming language practices in
the classroom.
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In addition, the findings suggest that societal and linguistic inequalities exert an influence on students’
learning in higher education. The students from disadvantaged schools needed more language support
than those from better resourced schools. However, the former had better opportunities to explore
and construct knowledge in two languages. So, despite the challenges that students mentioned with
regard to the multilingual glossaries, it is apparent that they benefited from these by having gained a
better understanding of terms germane to electrical engineering. However, this did vary according to
students’ biliteracy trajectories.

What this suggests is that higher education institutions have to respond not only to the increasing
cultural and linguistic diversity of the student population, but also to the linguistic inequalities it brings.
This implies revisiting approaches to teaching and learning and curricula; it necessitates employing
transformative pedagogies to produce active citizens, critical thinkers, and prospective workers who
are able to function in a connected world (Heleta, 2016). For example, the multilingual pedagogical
approach, proposed by Haukasa (2015), is grounded in the value and benefits of the home language in
the acquisition of additional languages, while it also recognises the social and cognitive aspects of
learning. It is related to the biliteracy pedagogy that also capitalises on knowledge constructed through
the use of two or more languages (Hopewell & Escamilla, 2014). Both advocate equality, freedom, and
justice, which are cornerstones of democracy (Nagda et al., 2003).

With the recent student protests in many South African higher education institutions, the discourse on
the “decolonisation” and “Africanisation” of the curriculum as expressive of social justice has gained
momentum (Bulfin, 2009). At the centre of this discourse, is the question of which language/s are to
be used in teaching and learning in higher education.

For Afrikaans-speaking students (for example, at the universities of the Free State, Pretoria, and
Stellenbosch), the use of English as the main medium of instruction is regarded as a compromise
because it prevents them from accessing knowledge through their home languages. Yet this critique is
not the case for black students who do not have the privilege of learning through the medium of their
home languages at all (Desai, 2016).

So, as part of the transformation or the decolonising agenda, teaching methods should capitalise on
the sociocultural significance of learning. Higher education institutions have a responsibility to provide
support for multilingual practices. In particular, they should focus on students’ reading and writing
biliteracy, which should include African languages for all the students. There should also be a focus on
academic staff training because many academics are not competent in African languages. Thus
engaging in transformative multilingual and biliteracy pedagogies will be a futile exercise if the
language transformation agenda does not also involve academics.

Finally, higher education institutions should examine their language policies to integrate the
marginalised African languages and cultures into the higher education system. This entails developing
African languages for academic use and providing appropriate teaching and learning materials
(UNESCO, 2010), especially in the sciences. Kaschula and Maseko (2014) thus emphasised the need for
corpus and status planning to enhance the intellectualisation of African languages. On the trajectory
of the same argument is Prah’s (2006) suggestion of an African-centred approach to development
because it will allow the majority of South Africans to be involved in education through their diverse
cultures and languages. This could lead to advancement in the economy and development of the
country.
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To enhance the use of two or more languages in teaching and learning, more research is needed on
transformative pedagogies—such as multilingual and biliteracy pedagogies—particularly in initiatives
that seek to develop the marginalised indigenous African languages as intellectualised languages.
There is a need to explore language transformation strategies that embrace language diversity in South
African higher education. African languages have to be empowered as languages of science and
technology (Prah, 2006) through adequate translation materials development. Institutions of higher
education should provide enabling learning opportunities and transformative pedagogies that
embrace equity, freedom, and social justice to enhance students’ equal epistemological access to
knowledge through multilingualism and biliteracy.

Conclusion

While the findings of this study seem familiar with regard to students’ experiences of multilingual
glossaries, they raise an interesting matter concerning the need for investing in students’ reading and
writing. Biliteracy is a means of maintaining and valuing students’ home languages in higher education,
especially in African languages. The findings are useful because they provide insight into the current
linguistic practices in some higher education institutions—into how language and literacy development
can either facilitate or hinder students’ access to knowledge. They indicate that multilingual materials
such as glossaries do not automatically guarantee epistemological access if they are not in sync with
the students’ multilingual and biliteracy trajectories. Multilingualism is a necessary transformative
approach, but students’ (bi)literacy development in African languages should also be prioritised and
strengthened to facilitate better learning and teaching practices for all.
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An important book in the research of African languages, African Languages and Language Practice
Research in the 21st Century: Interdisciplinary Themes and Perspectives (henceforth, the book), was
recently published by The Centre for Advanced Studies of African Society (CASAS). The book addresses
the terrible legacy of colonial oppression in which colonial languages devalued the social status of
African languages. Loomba reminds us that the ending of colonial rule was not a once-off event
because “unequal relations of colonial rule have been re-inscribed in the contemporary imbalances
between, ‘first’ and ‘third” world nations. The new global order does not depend upon direct rule”
(2005, p. 12)—and that it is “more helpful to think of postcolonialism not just as coming literally after
colonialism and signifying its end, but more flexibly as the contestation of colonial domination and the
legacies of colonialism” (2005, p. 16).

All colonised countries were dominated by subtractive bilingualism® that diminished the use of
indigenous languages in all important social domains. This book, which is wholly devoted to African
languages, gives a fresh view on how to develop African languages in an additive linguistic environment
by advocating their effective use in all important social domains. In this regard, it is, to my knowledge,
one of the few books that tackle the depressing legacy of colonialism for African languages.

The objective of the book is realised in three main sections that are presented in its introduction as
follows:

[The sections convey] seemingly disparate yet interconnected themes: (i) language and
pedagogy; (ii) language policy, planning and practice activities; as well as (iii) language in
the professional context. These themes are united in that they all concern access to

1 Cummins (1976) pointed out that subtractive bilingualism obtains in a linguistic situation where the second language is
added and overpowers the first language, or diminishes its status. Additive bilingualism is the opposite of subtractive
bilingualism—it develops the status of the first and second languages. See, for example, the significance of additive
bilingualism in higher education in Ndimande-Hlongwa and Ndebele (2017), and its management in institutions of higher
education in Ndebele and Zulu (2017).
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resources and issues of social justice. There is a border along which individual human lives
encounter the state. This border runs necessarily through education, social responsibility,
health care and law, as it does through other areas. (p. xii)

Section One has six chapters. Xeketwana’s study is about using printed media as a resource for
developing academic literacy in higher education. Mayaba’s study concentrates on teaching African
languages to foundation phase teacher trainees whose primary language is not an African language.
Other studies (by Millar & Barris; Ngcobo; Rodrigues & Abrahams; and Sebolai) examine negative
language attitudes by students of higher education. The students’ negative attitudes about African
languages being too inferior to be used in “high” domains of society, stem from /inguicism2 (Phillipson,
1992; Skutnabb-Kangas, 1988) and are not congruent with academic evidence that one learns better
in one’s primary language (Alexander, 2005; Bamgbose, 2011; Batibo, 2014; Brock-Utne, 2006).

In Section Two, Matlhaku’s study shows that “one noticeable outcome of the co-existence of English
and Setswana in Botswana is the conspicuous influx of borrowings into Setswana which has continued
to grow extensively to date” (p. 139). Mojapelo and Masubelele’s study shows the “need for a
linguistics terminology database in the African languages” (p. 185), and Jadezweni and Mfazwe-
Mojapelo’s study shows that the translation of English taboo words and phrases into isiXhosa can
empower African languages. Other studies in the section (Maseko, Dhlamini, & and Ncube, Nkomo &
Maseko, and Kretzer) explore what is often known as linguistic hegemony (Alexander, 2005) in Africa—
a situation that obtains in linguistic situations where the status of some languages is diminished, whilst
other languages are made dominant.

Studies in this section show that the dominance of some African languages over other African
languages differs from country to country because the dynamics of African language usage are dictated
by different ideologies at work. Bamgbose (2011, p. 1) noted:

Although they [African languages] were a minority, they wielded a lot of power, based on
the monopoly of the control of the language of colonial occupation. Even after
independence, such languages remained official languages in most countries.

Bamgbose (2011, p. 1) rightly observed that the “actors responsible for [language domination in Africa]
are in part historical, linguistic, economic and socio-political.”

Section Three of the book focuses on language use in various professional contexts. Docrat, Kaschula,
and Ralarala’s study critiques how the South African criminal justice system deals with the question of
language in a multilingual and democratic country. Docrat’s own study focuses on law, and the
challenges of implementing language rights within the framework of South African law. Sabao’s study
recommends the use of African language newspapers in classrooms because their language structure
is authentic. Makamani’s study examines the nature of poor communication between healthcare
workers and patients in three selected hospitals in Windhoek, Namibia, because of the scarcity of
trained interpreters. Matiza’s study argues that development in the African languages can be
enhanced by non-verbal communication in dances, and recommends the didactic principles of theatre
for language development.

To conclude, perhaps African Languages and Language Practice Research in the 21st Century:
Interdisciplinary Themes and Perspectives can be seen as advocating bringing African languages from

2 Linguicism refers to the unfair treatment of a person, or a group of people with common identity, based solely on the
language spoken by the person(s).
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the margins of colonial relegation to the respectable linguistic centres of post-colonial Africa. Further,
the book empowers the once disempowered people of Africa and their languages; but it is also a voice
that says that, in postcolonial Africa, African languages should occupy spaces of development and
active use.

The book is highly recommended as resource material in higher education language practice and
research because it is one of the few academic books in this field that focus wholly on researching the
languages previously marginalised by colonial rule in Africa.
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Whereas it has exponentially become impossible to ignore the prevalence of many languages and their
coexistence as a key phenomenon in the world of increased mobility within and between nation states,
very few scholars have imagined a true official status of multilingualism both in the future and outside
of the monolingual frame of thinking. The Hub for Multilingual Education and Literacies (HUMEL) is a
thought leader that hosts annual conferences to highlight the importance of multilingual education
and the value of multilingualism in the 21st century. In line with the Hub’s strategic concentration on
two pillars of education, epistemic and ontological access, the annual conferences question the validity
of language boundaries and global North conceptual frames such as mother tongue, first language and
second languages, and interlanguage, and places multilingualism and its discursive resources at the
centre of contemporary classroom practices. In what is described as disruption of the orthodoxy in
education systems, the Hub’s conferences have always agitated for increased epistemic access, and
affirmation of identity positions, of multilingual learners (the majority in the world) without which,
education becomes imitative and marginalising. Prompting delegates to think forward about an ideal
multilingual world, the theme for the fourth international conference was “Imagining a Thriving
Multilingual World” featuring subthemes that included:

e Translanguaging and multilanguaging

e Reading and writing literacies

e Multilingual assessments

e  Multilingual materials

e Alternative and critical pedagogies for multilingual education
e Language policy, planning, and management in education

e Multiliteracies
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Taken together, these themes pointed at the danger of monolingual bias as an invention of the
Enlightenment period, and colonial consequences of suppressing local languages in favour of the
exogenous languages—which are still regarded as the only means for guaranteeing civilization or
success. These themes were debated through 60 presentations from delegates representing 20
countries and more than 40 postgraduate students from the Southern African Development
Community countries. In addition to the regular delegates to conferences, the uniqueness of this
conference was that it also brought representative primary schools and members of the South African
Literacy Teachers Association—a body that was founded by HUMEL—into one space of dialogue and
sharing. Five teachers from primary schools presented lessons that demonstrated innovative
applications of multilingual instruction in their classrooms. The conference also celebrated the first
school in the world to recognise translanguaging as its official policy—Doornspruit Primary School in
Limpopo Province, South Africa. The point was made during the gala dinner that translanguaging is a
legitimate policy option for schools as entrenched in the Language in Education Policy of 1997
(Department of Education), and that many schools and officials have read this policy document
through monolingual lenses of additive bilingualism and subtractive mediums of learning and teaching.
That is, one language at a time and sequential introduction of languages, which are all indicators of
monolingual orientation. More schools were encouraged to follow Doornspruit Primary School as a
prime example of multilingual education imagined, and to seek support of HUMEL’s advocacy and
community engagement programmes.

The second highlight of the conference was the intellectual rigor, which showed the global South taking
more strides to own theories of multilingualism that critique both monolingual and epistemic biases
often transferred from theories developed from the global North geopolitical context. It is envisaged
that engaging with these new theories will lead to public awareness and policy reforms that are based
on multilingualism as a norm to be cultivated rather than a problem to be solved. It was noted that
this direction begins with valorising the cultural competence and constructs from the global South as
the premise for theory development. In this connection, translanguaging and multilanguaging, among
others, are global South relevant while at the same time having a universal appeal.

The keynote speakers from Kenya, Mauritius, and the USA delivered on-point and relevant
considerations for multilingual education imagined for the 21st century, and extended opportunities
for collaborative projects that raise awareness of the value of multilingualism in the first quarter of the
century. Martin Nyoroge from Kenya, Pascal Nadal from Mauritius, and Maria Coady from the USA
presented on the need for paradigmatic shifts towards complex plurality of contemporary classrooms,
and gave specific examples from their own contexts to make a case for multilingual education. The
conference proceedings will be published into a book by that will be disseminated globally to
encourage more transformation in orthodox classrooms that still hold on to the ancient belief that
using more than one language creates mental confusion.

Overall, the conference allowed academics, teachers, and communities to engage in dialogues that
were specific enough to bring about deep reflections and uptake from the delegates. Yet, it was also
general enough to cater for different interest groups that included primary schools. Departing from
routines of other conferences between academics, the Hub’s view is that connections between
universities and communities is a key transformative process in knowledge dissemination in a country
that has historically created an ivory tower curtain, which shielded university academics from the
communities they should serve. This conference was a prime example to illustrate that an imagined
multilingual world is inclusive, transformative, and community based. In brief, this conference
succeeded in having the delegates tell the multilingual story of the future.
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