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ABSTRACT 

It was déjà vu in South Africa for scholars, particularly in language education, when President Cyril 

Ramaphosa announced the implementation of the Basic Education Laws Amendment (BELA) Act 

and the Mother Tongue-based Bilingual Education (MTbBE) this year. The announcement came 

at a favourable time, as the world prepared for UNESCO’s celebration of International Mother 

Tongue Language Day on 21 February 2025. Advocacy for multilingualism has been a topic of 

interest for many years, and the slow wheels have turned in response to the call of MTbBE. 

However, the readiness of the South African Education system to accommodate MTbBE remains 

an unsolved puzzle. This article underscores the role of MTbBE in multilingual contexts, 

highlighting linguistic diversity as a fundamental human right. The study adopted a qualitative 

research method through a literature review by evaluating existing language ideologies and 

language practices that challenged the unfinished project of decolonial education in South Africa. 

This study aims to provide a comprehensive overview of language ideologies and policy lag that 

condition multilingualism and its implementation in MTbBE. At the same time, it proposes practical 

strategies such as translanguaging to respond to multilingual needs. 

Higher institutions of learning have responded well to the MTbBE call. As such, the 

University of Cape Town (UCT) launched their newly approved multilingual policy on 27 February, 

and the University of the Western Cape (UWC) is actively reviewing its language policy. The 

Western Cape Education Department (WCED) announced the Mother Tongue-based Bilingual 

Education (MTbBE) rollout on 7 April 2025. One can expect that all other institutions of learning 

would answer the call as it aims to address the salient and underlying language issues of the 

inherent past. I contend that language should be recognised as a fundamental human right. I, 

therefore, posit that it is a collective responsibility to uphold this right as a social justice imperative. 

Belonging to cultural and linguistic communities is affirmed in the Bill of Rights, including equality 

and human dignity. The UBUNTU philosophy is thus central to this paper as its characteristics 

align with my vision to encourage education practices that are culturally and linguistically 

responsive. 

https://dx.doi.org/10.20853/39-3-7348
https://orcid.org/0009-0006-3476-9389
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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
The 20th century has seen an increase in studies exploring bilingualism and multilingualism. 

Historically, around the globe, people have spoken more than one named language. In Europe, 

America, Africa, India, and the East, it is found that languages such as English, French, 

Portuguese, and Spanish are the most frequently spoken. In South Africa about 23 per cent of 

its people identify themselves as English or Afrikaans Home Language speakers, (Albertyn and 

Guzula 2020), isiZulu has the largest percentage of home language speakers at 25 per cent and 

isiNdebele the smallest at 1.6 per cent (Statistics South Africa 2018b), yet 77 per cent of learners 

are expected to navigate schooling exclusively in these languages. The obvious reality is that 

South Africa does not have a country-wide dominant language for spoken languages (Kaiper-

Marquez 2019). However, for the longest time, monolingual ideologies of the elite whites 

prevailed due to political power linked to colonialism and the process of nation-building (García 

and Otheguy 2020). Although monolingual practices were enforced, the vision of bilingualism 

continued even after the independence of many colonies.  

Despite the dominance of monolingualism in many educational settings globally, 

ethnographic studies reveal that multilingualism in education is hard to suppress. Garcia and 

Sylvan (2011, 398) suggested that “monolingual education is no longer relevant in our 

globalized world”. Massive movements have further accelerated linguistic complexities and 

resulted in increased multilingualism in society. South African townships have become home 

to many migrants from neighbouring countries and have hosted people from Zimbabwe, 

Mozambique, Lesotho, Malawi, Somalia, and the Democratic Republic of Congo, especially. 

The new socio-political dispensation post-1994 triggered freedom of movement within the 

borders (Makalela 2017; 2019). The inevitable multilingual reality sparked advocacy for 

multilingualism in the 21st century. 

The realisation of the inevitable reality of MTbBE has been slowly attended to, as 

President Ramaphosa indicated in 2019 an intention to include Swahili as a language to create 

employment for future South Africans in the greater African continent (The Citizen 2019). 

Further, for political and economic reasons, we have seen the inclusion of other foreign 

languages in the SA curriculum, such as Mandarin, French and German. Six years later, we can 

now officially celebrate one of the significant amendments of MTbBE through the BELA ACT. 

This article draws attention to the lack of implementation of heteroglossia and multimodal 

practices, intentional and informal language education, curriculum, and directives for teachers. 
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Given South Africa’s multilingual context, we have more reason to reinforce Mother Tongue-

based Bilingual Education.  

 

ACKNOWLEDGING LINGUISTIC DIVERSITY: GLOBAL AND NATIONAL 
PERSPECTIVES ON LANGUAGE INCLUSION 
The achievement of democracy in many parts of the world has redefined language policies to 

accommodate languages that were marginalised or not there before (August 2023). To illustrate, 

for example, India has a Three-Language Formula (TFL) that includes Hindi, English, and any 

other Indian languages, including Tamil, Gujarati, Punjabi, Urdu, and Bengali. English was the 

medium of instruction when India was previously under British colonialism, and the 

introduction of TFL was introduced to demonstrate India’s independence from Britain 

(Hornberger and Vaish 2009). Singapore uses the bilingual policy of English and a mother 

tongue‒ Malay is the national language, while Mandarin and Tamil are the co-official 

languages. Belgium’s official languages are Dutch, French, and German, and conversations 

happen to include the use of the Turkish language in schools (Jordens, Van den Branden and 

Van Gorp 2018). The fundamental similarity of these countries is that they have similar ideas 

on promoting nation-building through linguistically diverse multilingual populations. This is 

different from the Euro-American models that adopt only one dominant language (Hornberger 

and Vaish 2009). 

Multilingualism in South Africa is seen as the norm and takes on many forms (Simonsen 

and Southwood 2021, 13). However, the context of South African children differs from the 

kinds of multilingual contexts experienced by the countries mentioned above. English is the 

predominant and preferred lingua franca in most South African schools (Simonsen and 

Southwood 2021, 16), although spoken as a First Language by only 8 per cent of the population 

(Statistics South Africa 2018). The reason for the preferred lingua franca may be attributed to 

the idea that English and/or Afrikaans is seen as the language of opportunity, business, and 

political economy (August 2023; Probyn 2009).  

A recent study done in the Western Cape indicated, there is still a growing preference for 

English and Afrikaans despite isiXhosa being the third official regional language. Many 

isiXhosa parents stated that they preferred sending their children to Afrikaans schools because 

of the political economy that is associated with Afrikaans in the area (August 2023). This 

scenario illustrates the dichotomies in the education system and underscores the lack of 

impartiality and objectivity embedded in longstanding power struggles. It is for this reason that 

multilingualism was often disregarded, even though recognised by the Constitution of SA (RSA 

1996a), the South African Schools Act (RSA 1996b) and Language in Education Policy (DoE 
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1997). The attempts by the democratic government to embrace linguistic diversity were 

undermined by monolingual supremacy. As a result, there has been a mismatch between policy 

and its implementation. This background suggests an ideological clash between advocacy for 

multilingualism and the monolingual realities in practice (August 2023). This context 

underscores the need to roll out and implement MTbBE in all education sectors.  

 

 

RECLAIMING LINGUISTIC PLURALISM AS A SOCIAL JUSTICE IMPERATIVE 
Attempts to decolonise apartheid transgressions, especially in an educational context, were on 

the high priority list of the democratic government. Drastic changes to policy were made in the 

first 15 years of democracy and have seen four [4] policy cycles. Some might argue that these 

changes were hasty and not carefully planned. These changes included: 

 

 
Policy reform in South Africa: Reproduced August (2023, 16) 

 

• Cycle 1: Pre-1994 was the syllabus was reviewed, and content was purged of sexist and 

racist language. Stakeholders had greater participation, and principles underpinning the 

curriculum were based on democratisation. 

• Cycle 2: A completely new curriculum called C2005 was implemented in 1997. It was 

based on Outcomes-based education (OBE). It had a new pedagogical focus and was 

not prescriptive. 

Policy 
reform 
in SA

Cycle 1
purification 
discourse

Cycle 2
OBE 

discourse

Cycle 3
R/NCS 

discours

Cycle 4
NCS and 

CAPS 
discourse
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• Cycle 3: A Ministerial committee was appointed to review C2005 in 2000 to simplify 

language and enhance coherence through integration. It reduces curriculum design 

features to align curriculum and assessment. It also aimed to improve professional 

development for teachers and monitor the management process for phasing in and out. 

NCS was developed and implemented in 2002. 

• Cycle 4: A Ministerial committee was appointed to review NCS in 2009. It has a single, 

coherent, and clear year plan which reconsidered teachers' administrative duties and 

workload. Subjects changed in the foundation and intermediate phases, and LSM was 

in line with the curriculum developed. Professional development for teachers was more 

subject-specific, and CAPS has been developed and implemented since 2011. 

 

Healing the divisions of the past was the central aim and foundational purpose of policy reform. 

Reaffirming this purpose through claiming linguistic pluralism in the LiEP of (DoE 1997) was 

the first step. However, executing this aim was a challenge from the get-go. Lack of 

fundamental resources in the different indigenous languages, such as reading materials, 

research sources and human resources, was one of the many challenges to maintaining this far-

fetched dream. Constitutional commitment to the course has seen the recent implementation of 

the BELA Act. Though the BELA Act has sparked heated debates and even abolishment 

requests, specifically relating to language policies, many scholars welcomed this initiative as it 

is seen as a groundbreaking step in South Africa’s quest to fulfil an overdue commitment to 

multilingual education (University of Cape Town 2025). The adoption of the BELA Act 

confirms that the shackles of power, oppression and privilege are broken, and the newly defined 

social justice is in full view.  

The rollout of MTbBE serves as a clear pathway for the education system to host a variety of 

languages and, at the same time, achieve social justice and equity. We are conscious that policy 

alone cannot solve the educational challenges in South Africa, but rather these challenges 

should be simultaneously addressed, including teacher training, content, and resource 

development, pedagogical effectiveness, and conducive learning environments (Guzula 2025). 

Specifically directed at teacher training, Guzula (2025) recommended the alignment of teacher 

training programs with the languages used for instruction. In its current state, Afrikaans and 

English-speaking teachers receive training in their respective languages, but speakers of 

indigenous languages teaching literacy in African languages receive training in English (Guzula 

2025). It is worth mentioning that a few public universities, amongst others, the University of 

the Western Cape, Nelson Mandela University, University of Johannesburg, and University of 

Fort Hare made substantial efforts in their B.Ed. Foundation Phase programs to incorporate 
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isiXhosa in their teacher training programs. However, if we truly want to create a fully 

operational multilingual education system, it is imperative that MTbBE is implemented across 

schooling and teacher training programs. 

I posit that if both basic and higher education departments accept collective responsibility 

for MTbBE, we have won the war against linguistic oppression. There is a clear 

interconnectedness between education departments‒ basic and higher education, and this 

interconnectedness is essential to cultivate MTbBE. Promoting linguistic human rights through 

MTbBE is intrinsic to the Ubuntu philosophy, which is central to this paper. Adopting the 

MTbBE advocates for all other principles, including humanity, dignity, social justice, equity, 

collective responsibility, and interconnectedness. Though the BELA ACT is contentious, I 

believe the adoption of the BELA ACT will transform the education system. The requirement 

of the BELA ACT that schools (and I suggest universities) revise their language policies on a 

three-year basis will not only ensure inclusivity but will advance the development of African 

Languages. Though some institutions of learning might want to cling to their exclusionary 

ways, the provision of the BELA ACT gives hope that indigenous language speakers will 

eventually find themselves in a space where they can share the same opportunities.   

 

 

UNDERSTANDING LAG IN POLICY IMPLEMENTATION.  
It is one thing to recognise cultural and linguistic diversity on paper, and it is another thing to 

fully integrate multilingual students’ cultural and linguistic knowledge in practice. Introducing 

the LiEP was geared to undo injustices of the past, specifically relating to language injustices. 

The LiEP alerted policy actors of the alarming gap between monolingual practices in pedagogy 

and the lack of multilingual approaches in assessment and evaluation measures (Schissel, et al 

2018). However, responding to this gap through implementation seems to be the biggest 

challenge. McKinney and Tyler (2019) posit that there is a notable gap in policy formulation 

and policy implementation on the one hand and the use of learners’ home languages in 

achieving epistemological access and/or quality education on the other. Research done by these 

authors on isiXhosa learners who migrated from township schools to former Model C schools 

indicates that though these learners were exposed to English and Afrikaans, and had physical 

access to these well-resourced schools, these learners got limited or no access to quality 

education (McKinney and Tyler 2019). This lag in policy implementation exacerbated ongoing 

educational hindrance for multilingual speakers as monolingualism still prevailed in curriculum 

policies, teaching practices, assessment, and material development (Makalela 2017). LiEP 

(DoE 1997) was ready for implementation, yet we purposefully chose not to contest an enforced 
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system of English beyond Grade 3 by the apartheid fathers for many years in the democracy. 

The question remains: Why did it take us so long to finally practice what we preached? 

There has been substantial progress in the conceptualisation of language in applied 

linguistics, but it is evident that the notion of historical monolingual approaches continues to 

dominate (August 2023). Some might argue that many are blindsided by the Eurocentric and 

Anglo normative basis towards English that we purposefully disregard and overlook the 

heteroglossia. McKinney and Tyler (2019, 6) define heteroglossia as “the simultaneous use of 

a diverse range of registers, voices, named languages, or codes”. Incorporating heteroglossia 

approaches in the current decolonised discourse, where English prevails as the dominant 

language, presents challenges for the education system. However, delaying the implementation 

of such approaches widened the gap to achieve social justice for speakers of indigenous 

languages, limiting their opportunity to achieve full functionings that is important to them 

(Maarman 2009) and finding their rightful places in society.  

Learners are often labelled as deficient English learners and inadequate bilinguals rather 

than resourceful bi/multilingual learners who have not yet mastered English or Afrikaans 

(Albertyn and Guzula 2020). Yet, bilingual pedagogies were not a common practice in schools, 

and assessment practices assumed that learners are monolingual speakers. The lack of such 

practice can be attributed to the lack of bilingual teachers in a classroom with a great number 

of mother tongues, which makes it hard to integrate any type of bilingual support in mainstream 

education (Jordens et al. 2018). Surprisingly, the South African schooling system requires the 

average learner who wants to succeed in obtaining a matriculation school-leaving qualification 

to be bilingual (Guzula, Mckinney and Tyler 2016, 211). Is it thus fair to label these learners as 

inadequate while they had no say in the implementation process? 

I contend that bi/multilingual pedagogies cannot be developed in isolation from 

bi/multilingual practices (August 2023, 7). When we reflect on SA’s past matric results, it 

screams the poor state of national education. These results reflect the monolingual language 

regime but are infrequently acknowledged as a contributing factor (Antia 2018). Antia (2018) 

further posits that multilingual speakers are tested as if they are mother-tongue speakers of the 

examination language. This is not only detrimental to the passing of learners in any grade, but 

it also alerts us to the continuation of social injustice in a democratic South Africa. If we 

disregard the impact of the language used in the examination, we exacerbate inequalities. I 

therefore posit that multilingualism should be promoted through policy and practices, in both 

pedagogy and assessment.  

Arguments to address multilingualism in pedagogy and assessment have heightened in 

recent years, as scholars call on policy actors to simultaneously address these major factors as 
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a social justice imperative. It is for this reason that Bisai and Singh (2018, 308) suggest a holistic 

approach to measuring a child’s performance, considering their personal, cultural, social, and 

linguistic diversity as well as learners’ abilities. In doing so, it will create equal opportunities 

and at the same time create an education system that is feasible, effective, and inclusive. The 

Department of Basic Education outlines guiding principles for assessment (DBE 2011) and 

emphasises that it should be clear, directly linked with the critical and specific outcomes; 

integral to teaching and learning; balanced; comprehensive; varied; valid and fair (August 

2023).  

Looking at SA’s schools’ current examinations, it is not fair as multilingual learners 

cannot make sense and articulate their answers in their mother tongue. Such practice is a 

deliberate act that violates the linguistic rights of learners, hampering their learning and 

comprehension and at the same time fuelling high dropout rates in school (Albertyn and Guzula, 

2020). In addition, bi/multilingual learners are often curbed by monolingual biases in 

assessments, resulting in learners not reaching their full potential (Schissel et al. 2018; Otheguy, 

Garcıa and Reid 2015; Shohamy 2011). Shohamy (2011) suggest that traditional assessment 

holds a narrow view of language testing, which often overlooks the social, cultural, and 

historical context of students. As a result, multilingual learners continuously find themselves at 

the end of the continuum as teachers enforce language dominance of the minority’s language 

of instruction, accompanied by a monolingual assessment, which ignores the multilingual 

realities of the classroom (August 2023). Research in the field of literacy suggests that one 

should take the strengths and weaknesses of language minority students into account when 

assessing these students. Assessments should be adequately prepared and tailored to meet the 

academic needs of the students. Regrettably, current assessment, specifically in content-area 

assessments, is inadequate when measuring how students will perform, as it does not meet the 

needs of the language minority students (August 2023; August and Shanahan 2006). So, how 

effective are these principles for multilingual learners if marginalisation of their mother tongue 

continued for thirty years in a democracy with little to no assistance to bridge the language gap? 

Can such an assessment be deemed fair and equitable under these circumstances? In the name 

of fairness, we cannot accept that the different levels of competencies as a true reflection of 

these learners’ abilities. It is for this reason that August (2023, 7) argues that multilingual 

practices should not be developed in isolation from multilingual assessment practices. I thus 

accentuate that assumptions informing multilingual policies are wrongly premised.  
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LINGUISTIC LANDSCAPE: MULTIVOICEDNESS OF MULTILINGUALISM 
Multilingualism is inescapable, and the need to review current pedagogical practices has been 

a topic of interest in recent years. Language oppression was used to perpetuate social 

hierarchies, and as a result, mother tongue was disregarded and undervalued in educational 

spaces (August 2023). To further strengthen the linguistic divide, the apartheid regime enforced 

spatial segregation, which further hindered linguistic development, limiting opportunities to 

strengthen communication in those indigenous languages. Desolately, the aim was to erase the 

indigenous language. Stringent action by language activists curbed the obliteration of 

indigenous languages as they realised that language is not only a communication tool but a 

powerful symbol of identity and culture (August 2023). This realisation of the inequitable 

linguistic amalgamation gave rise to active resistance against dominant languages, which in 

turn has seen indigenous language speakers reclaiming linguistic autonomy.  

In an educational context, deviating from traditional language practice in classrooms was 

seen as a transgression, as the language of oppression, Afrikaans, was stringently enforced. In 

other words, language practices such code-switching and translanguaging could not be used 

because it has been viewed as unconventional practices (August 2023), an “illegitimate 

practice” (Guzula, et.al  2016), “necessary evil” (Garcia and Wei, 2014) or “smuggling in the 

vernacular (Probyn 2009). For example, during an English examination written by isiXhosa 

learners in a Cape Town school, teachers attempted to use code-switching to clarify unfamiliar 

English language; the principal addressed the teachers’ actions as a transgression (Prinsloo and 

Krause 2019). The view of the principal is echoed by Makalela's (2013) sentiments that 

languages are put in ‘boxes’. This kind of thinking hinders the possibilities of merging African 

Languages to support multilingual learners. Research has proven that “mobile linguistic 

resources” pressurise “monolingual practices and ideologies worldwide” (Makalela 2013, 111). 

This means that multilingualism thrives irrespective of the deliberate attempts to blatantly 

ignore it. 

A study conducted in a monolingual school in Khayelitsha, South Africa, confirmed 

Makalela’s sentiments as it found that a learner and his peers frequently used isiXhosa/English 

to solve problems in science. Learners completed tasks collaboratively in their classroom 

through their “exploratory talk,” which is a common practice in Western Cape schools 

(McKinney and Tyler 2019). These learners deliberately disobeyed the monolingual language 

policy of the school. What was worse, strict school language policies forced learners to work 

around official language regulations by secretly using their mother tongue, although the 

school’s language policy explicitly prohibits them from doing so (Jordens et al. 2018). The 
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deliberate use of mother tongue to make meaning is evident that multilingualism cannot be 

suppressed, and it raises awareness of discourses that condition meaning making in traditional 

classrooms. Putting rules in place to try to constrain learners to use their mother tongue in the 

learning process contradicts learners' constitutional right, including having a right to be taught 

in the language of their choice. 

Despite negative connotations associated with language practices such as translanguaging, 

research shows that meaning making for multilingual learners improved drastically. During 

Teachers’ Day in East London, Eastern Cape, South Africa, Dlamini, a teacher, acknowledged 

during her speech that translanguaging helped her rural learners to make sense of difficult 

poetry content, which yielded positive results for her school as it improved the schools results 

from 65 per cent in 2017 to 88 per cent in 2018. In another study, McKinney and Tyler (2019) 

highlight that even though learners are only allowed to mix “isiNgesi nesiXhosa” (English and 

isiXhosa) when giving explanations verbally, it assisted them with meaning making, increasing 

their academic performance. The use of multiple languages in education as a “communicative 

and pedagogic resource in bilingual contexts, is often suggested to assist learners who struggle 

to understand difficult subject matter whilst simultaneously learning a foreign language, in 

many cases, the LOLT (Ferguson 2009, 231). The realities of learners in multilingual school 

contexts underscore the need to dismantle oppressive systems and create an educational space 

that is inclusive, culturally, and linguistically responsive. Learners will thus be able to embrace 

their mother tongue with pride. 

The road to freedom was so long that it took South Africa more than 30 years post-

apartheid to implement the very same policies that were meant to change the narrative of 

language oppression. Nevertheless, the new dawn for mother tongue has finally arrived. 

Recently, Mrs. Dudley, a WCED official, in her presentation on [19 March 2025 at CTLI], 

openly acknowledged the value of language practices such as code-switching and 

translanguaging and stated that teachers can now use this as part of their teaching strategies. 

Witnessing this was a historical breakthrough for me, as I recommended in my doctoral study 

that “policymakers should include the use of unconventional language practices such as 

multilingualism in classrooms as a support strategy to enhance learners’ capabilities through 

meaning making (August 2023, 262).” The announcement of the MTbBE rollout is a step in the 

right direction as it seems the ‘unsolved puzzle’ of the education systems’ readiness to 

accommodate multilingual learners, as alluded to by August (2023), is finally being resolved. 

The benefits of MTbBE are significant as this approach will not only improve literacy and 

enhance meaning making, but it will foster deeper engagement with academic content (Guzula 

2025) and ultimately improve learners’ academic performance. 
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PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATIONS OF TRANSLANGUAGING AS AN INCLUSIVE 
PEDAGOGICAL STRATEGY 
The era where learners were seen as passive recipients of knowledge was meant to be abolished 

with the apartheid era. At least, this was the aim, as it is highlighted through the different policy 

cycles as mentioned above. However, the unfortunate reality is that learners were still subjected 

to monolingual practices that suppressed their critical thinking and spontaneous responses to 

pedagogical content. I contend that creative and critical thinking come spontaneously when 

learners learn in their mother tongue. They feel less anxious; it is a known territory to them as 

it is part of who they are. Drawing on their entire communicative repertoire not only expands 

opportunities for meaningful engagements and literacy practices but also ensures a balanced 

and equitable learning environment (Ossa Parra and Proctor 2022, 2). Stimulating the use of 

HL in the classroom using multilingual strategies benefits both monolingual and bilingual 

children (Bosma et al. 2022). These benefits include strengthening mental connections between 

semantic and phonological words (Bosma et al. 2022, 1). In other words, there is an intrinsic 

connection with what learners think and identify; how they understand  and make meaning and 

how they articulate it. 

Translanguaging is linked to the unconventional practices tailored for diverse multilingual 

and multimodal practices. It is often seen as a replacement term for code-switching, code-

messing, and crossing (Wei 2018, 9). Why translanguaging? From a social justice perspective, 

the call for translanguaging is linked to inequalities in classroom language hierarchies (Schissel,   

De Korne and López-Gopar 2018) that force bilingual students to perform academically with 

less than half of their full linguistic repertoire (Vogel and Garcia 2017). The conjoint motivation 

for practices such as translanguaging is that it challenges traditional language 

conceptualisations and provides a window of opportunity for merging African languages 

(Makalela 2013, 111). Further, translanguaging operates as an adaptive space that addresses the 

mismatch between learners’ home language and the official language of instruction in South 

African classrooms (usually English) (Guzula et al. 2016). Multimodal meaning making is thus 

enhanced through the established translanguages space. Translanguaging also act as a ‘third 

space’, as it not only comprises a mixture or hybridity of first and second languages, but rather 

invigorates languaging with new possibilities, foregrounding creativity and power (Garcia and 

Wei 2014, 25). In essence, translanguaging allows learners to use their mother tongue freely, in 

the way they find productive when exposed to new ideas. This means, for example, the teacher 

presents the task in Afrikaans (as the LOLT), learners will discuss and try to make sense of the 

task using their mother tongue but will give feedback in Afrikaans (Murphy 2011).  
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The application of translanguaging, therefore, requires codified school subjects to be de-

naturalised as the standardised named languages, specifically minority languages that explicitly 

exclude multilingual learners for nation building, colonialism, racialization, and global 

capitalism (Garcia and Otheguy 2020, 27). If one truly wants social justice, it means that we 

must break the cycle of oppression and social mobility barriers by examining systems of power 

and privilege, building fair and just relationships between individuals and society (Kajee 2018). 

To ensure equality and quality in education for all, the South African education system must 

redress the undefined salient factors and weaknesses, including the language policy (Taylor, 

Fleisch and Shindler 2007). We can truly say that we achieved social justice and equity if the 

education system provides a clear passage for a variety of languages (Heugh et al 2016), in the 

case of South Africa making provision for all 11 official languages.  

From a classroom perspective, translanguaging builds linguistic competence and 

performance in two languages, developing academic language skills in both languages that lead 

to complete bilingualism and biliteracy (Baker 2011, 290). In sum, incorporating 

translanguaging strategies in pedagogy is multifaceted:  

• It aims to advance social justice; 

• Support learners as they engage with and comprehend complex content and texts;  

• Provide opportunities for students to develop linguistic practices for academic contexts;  

• Making space for students’ bilingualism and ways of knowing; and  

• Support students’ bilingual identities (Garcia and Otheguy 2020, 27). 

 

More importantly, translanguaging allows learners to match their thoughts and their words. In 

other words, engaging in translanguaging practices is not only linguistically responsive to the 

needs of the learners but it also validates the identity of the learners. It further empowers people 

to understand their multilingual surroundings, including the different signs, visuals, audio, 

physical, spatial, and verbal (written). Translanguaging does not only focus on helping learners 

understand words, phrases, and sentences in two languages but also emphasises the use of both 

languages for concept formation and cognitive development. Translanguaging can thus be 

viewed as the vehicle that drives the use of two languages to enhance learning (August 2023). 

The translanguaging theory for language “acknowledges the deeply heteroglossic, multimodal 

and multisensory nature of communicative practice” due to its “potential to liberate 

multilinguals from the tyranny of monoglossic and monomodal conceptions of communicative 

practice as the norm” (McKinney and Tyler 2019, 7). Translanguaging lays the foundation for 

equality, equity, and justice, as it addresses the learners' inevitable multilingual reality that 
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allows them to speak the language they were born to speak. It thus infuses local knowledge 

systems and cultures while pursuing excellence in teaching and learning in a multilingual 

context (Banda 2018, 211). In sum, “translanguaging pedagogies promote meaningful and 

transformative literacy practices that recognise and integrate multilingual students’ cultural and 

linguistic knowledge” (Ossa Parra and Proctor 2022, 17). 

 

 

UNDERSTANDING TRANSLANGUAGING IN PRACTICES 
Translanguaging is often censured by policymakers, principals and some teachers because of 

its unofficial status, but it is a practice that could assist learners to access the curriculum, 

confront restricted opportunities, make meaningful contributions and actively participate in 

their learning processes (Guzula et al. 2016, 2013). Language within the minds of bilingual 

learners is seen as operating in separate compartments, or as “two solitudes” (Cummins 1979). 

However, this perspective of language neglects to acknowledge the strength of more 

spontaneous language practices of bilingual speakers (Deroo and Ponzio 2019). 

As a bilingual pedagogy, one must understand that language modes are interchanged 

(Hungwe 2019) and students are permitted to compare ways while concepts are expressed (van 

der Walt 2013). Concept formation often requires the use of two languages (L1 and L2) to 

enhance meaning making in a multilingual context (August 2023). Engaging in translanguaging 

practices balances the development of a child’s two languages, using the child’s stronger or 

proficient language to develop the weaker language (Williams 2003). Additionally, 

multilingual shuttle between languages, using their diverse repertoires as an integrated system 

(Canagarajah 2011, 401). However, Lewis, Jones and Baker (2012) are of the opinion that 

translanguaging provides scaffolding, because learners can cope without translanguaging when 

their language competence is more advanced. It is also important to note that sudden switches 

between languages are easily compatible when you reinforce a monoglossic approach of 

languages with clear boundary entities. The switch may become challenging within an 11-

official language context but incorporating heteroglossia is the reality of non-native speakers 

of the LOLT as they engage in meaning making processes. Given the transformative and 

productive nature of translanguaging as a heteroglossia practice, it requires deliberate 

pedagogical design of translanguaging (McKinney and Tyler 2019). 

Ossa Parra and Proctor (2022, 3) proposed a translanguaging continuum aimed at 

dismantling monolingual ideologies to ensure multilingual learners have fair learning 
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conditions. This translanguaging continuum includes three discrete points, namely listening, 

channelling and flowing Corriente.1 (current) and is explained as followed: 

 

• Listening Corriente (start of continuum): requires teachers to recognise students’ 

naturally occurring language practice, which is mother tongue language.  

• Channelling (middle of continuum): teachers embrace, accept, and promote flexibility 

in language use in their classrooms 

• Flowing Corriente (end of continuum): here lies flowing, where teachers explicitly 

plan and implement instruction.  

 

In addition to the translanguaging continuum, teachers must also consider stance, design, and 

shift as core components of translanguaging pedagogy in their classroom practices as outlined 

by Henderson and Ingram (2018, 54).  

• Stance requires teachers to acknowledge students’ diverse linguistic practices and to 

embrace students’ practices for the advancement of their education.  

• Design includes an integrated plan with instructional components; lesson plans and 

assessments shaped by students’ linguistic practices that inculcate ways of knowing that 

increase exposure to language features required for different academic tasks. 

• Shifts encompass the ability to revise and adjust instructional plans based on student 

feedback aimed at improving the result.  

 

Both schools and institutions of higher learning can transform society but can also reproduce 

social inequalities. In both domains, social equality and justice can be ensured if all stakeholders 

can act as agents who want to eradicate conflict that encourages social division that supports 

oppressive hegemonies (Kajee 2018). Reconceptualisation of learning, teaching, and 

assessment in a multilingual context for both basic schooling and higher education is thus 

important as it acknowledges linguistic and cultural diversity on all grounds. It should be a 

shared object across all educational spheres. 

  

TRANSLANGUAGING TOOLKIT TO SUPPORT STUDENTS' BILINGUAL 
JOURNEY IN THE CLASSROOM 
Translanguaging is not limited to scaffolding inside the classroom but rather defines it as the 

ability of students to reprocess content that can lead to deeper understanding and meaning 

 
1 Corriente: Spanish word for current 
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making (Baker, 2011). To effectively incorporate translanguaging in practice and develop 

critical multilingual awareness in learners, teachers must demonstrate and understand the 

following:  

• Knowledge of languages (proficiency, user domain);  

• Knowledge about the two languages (subject-matter knowledge, analyst domain);  

• Pedagogical practice in the two languages (teaching domain); 

• Understanding of pluralism and its value for a democratic society;  

• Understanding of the histories of colonial and imperialistic oppression;  

• Understanding of language as a social construction (Henderson and Ingram 2018, 255);  

• Understand multilingual identity in relation to language identity; and   

• Understand that translanguaging is an enabler that could change people’s mindsets 

about monolingualism and how they perceive language pedagogy. 

 

Possessing the knowledge and understanding of the nuances of translanguaging could increase 

multilingual awareness and lead to a wider acceptance of multilingualism as the norm. 

Translanguaging provides a third space in educational contexts for learners to identify with 

multilingual identities and to use their mother tongue with pride, with no fear or favour. I, 

therefore, accentuate the use of the mother tongue to improve the depth and quality of learning. 

As such, allowing learners to: 

• Switch between text using one language and discussing in another;  

• Move around texts that have different languages; 

• Discussing in one language but examining comprehension in another;  

• Substitute reading language with other languages when writing, one language for 

discussion and the other for writing;  

• Combine students’ language resources; and  

• Flexibly use both languages interchangeably or code-switching (Garza and Guadalupe 

Arreguín-Anderson 2018, 103). 

 

Both knowledge and understandings pave the way for the advancement of social justice and are 

transformative for the child, the teacher and education (Kenner 2004). Translanguaging creates 

a pathway for learners to actively engage in their mother tongue and, at the same time, enhance 

inclusive and effective learning and active participation in their own learning. This increases 

the quality of education on the part of the learners as it bridges the gap of access to an equitable 

curriculum, active participation, and a feeling a sense of belonging. This paper thus calls for 



August-Mowers   The slowly turning wheels on mother tongue-based bilingual education (MTBBE) finally stopped 
 

31 
 

the interconnectedness of multiple languages as a resource for meaning making for multilingual 

learners by legitimising translanguaging as an official pedagogical practice. 

 

 

METHODOLOGY 
Multilingualism, mother tongue-based education, and translanguaging have been consistently 

defined in education domains. I considered a range of sources to highlight the lack of 

implementation of heteroglossic and multimodal practices such as translanguaging, intentional 

and informal language education, curriculum, policy, and multilingual-based directives for 

teachers. To do this, I used the Spider Tool method (Sample, Phenomenon of Interest Design, 

Evaluation and Research type) to purposefully select literature relevant to this study (Cook, 

Smith and Booth 2012).  

 

 

Criteria for selection 
As mentioned, this study uses the Spider Tool to identify relevant studies. The search was 

streamlined and narrowed down to studies (both extant and empirical) that informed mother-

tongue-based bilingual education. The inclusion criteria are presented as follows: 

• Sample: Empirical case studies focusing on both primary and high school pedagogical 

and assessment practices, including other professionals regarding the expression of 

mother tongue-based bilingual education and translanguaging. 

• Phenomenon of interest: for the review, translanguaging was understood as a 

transformative tool that enhances meaning making and promotes social justice, equality, 

and equity. 

• Design: a research design type, in the form of an intervention, i.e. a translanguaging 

toolkit, was proposed as an intervention strategy to encourage mother tongue-based 

bilingual education. Primary and secondary data were used for analysis.  

• Evaluation: any idea, strategy, and practical recommendations that promoted social 

justice were at the centre of the review. 

• Research type: empirical data was included, as well as secondary data 

 

Method of Search   
The search strategy was grounded in the focus fields of mother tongue-based bilingual 

education, translanguaging and policy documents. A range of databases was searched, 
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including Ebscohost, ERIC, Medley, Research Gate, Google/Scholar, UWC library, and UCT 

news site. I used keywords related to the study, which resulted in many related outcomes that 

strengthen the flow and layout of the paper. Articles identified through the electronic search 

were selected based on the title and abstract, and finally, full text reading. I managed to get a 

sufficient article to work with to achieve my objective for the paper.  

 

 

Extraction of data and Analysis 
Mapping out both literature and empirical studies played a fundamental role in the extraction 

of data relevant to the purpose of the paper. Themes were identified as a sequence of selection 

criteria. Data was thus extracted and analysed according to the themes. Ryan and Bernard 

(2003, 58), suggest that “theme identification is one of the most fundamental tasks in qualitative 

research as it is seen as “a pattern in the information that at minimum describes and organises 

the possible observations and maximum interprets aspects of the phenomenon” Boyatzis (1998, 

161). The State of the Nation address (SONA) (2025) addresses the longstanding commitment 

to language inequalities and the fundamental importance of mother tongue-based bilingual 

education. It highlights the implementation of MTbBE through the BELA ACT. The article 

demonstrates the ongoing call to embrace linguistic diversity as a human right. It further 

foregrounds translanguaging as both a pedagogical strategy and a philosophical disposition.  

 

 

CONCLUSION 
The focus of this paper was to highlight the essence of mother tongue language, highlighting 

the need to fully embrace multilingualism as an inevitable reality. The paper closely examines 

social justice in relation to language ideologies in a democratic South African era that has yet 

to acknowledge diversity in practices. This paper underscores the wasted time, with thirty years 

into a democracy, questioning the focus of what matters in an education system: the lack of 

policy implementation, and the choice not to contest the deliberate delay of mother tongue-

based bilingual education. It highlights the gap in policy and practice for multilingual learners 

in classroom settings. It further accentuates the incorporation of translanguaging as a necessary 

tool to address language barriers that leave learners behind as they struggle with not knowing 

how to respond in the language of learning and teaching. It is my view that acknowledging 

translanguaging as a permissible practice not only shows appreciation and honour for the 

mother tongue but also outright tells learners they are part of a unity; a system that says they 

belong. Translanguaging is the epitome of multilingualism and the carrier of heritage. 
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