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Abstract

Background: The implementation of mother tongue-based bilingual education (MTbBE) in South Africa is the subject of much debate, particularly in linguistically diverse townships. Mother tongue-based bilingual education implementation has left most educators questioning the inclusion criteria used for selecting languages in township schools, where linguistic diversity is the norm.

Aim: This study explored teachers’ views on the inclusion criteria for MTbBE in selected multilingual township schools. It also explored how classroom practices, policies and institutional expectations influence these perspectives.

Setting: This study was conducted in pilot schools located in Johannesburg townships.

Methods: To understand educators’ insights, this study used a qualitative research method. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and document analysis with purposefully selected educators in schools piloting MTbBE, and data were analysed thematically.

Results: This study found differing views on MTbBE implementation. Some educators saw it as a good strategy that enhanced learner participation; others believed it could perpetuate inequalities and marginalise less dominant indigenous languages, since its implementation relies on dominant languages in township schools. Educators also feared that inclusion criteria used to select languages might threaten their jobs, as they majored in Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics subjects and are not well prepared to teach these subjects in indigenous languages. They further expressed dissatisfaction with the language used in MTbBE worksheets, describing it as difficult to understand.

Conclusion: This study revealed that choosing one or two languages for implementation in linguistically diverse schools often overlooks learners’ linguistic diversity and further marginalises unpopular languages within the school.

Contribution: This study contributes to the scholarship of MTbBE in township schools.
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Introduction

Mother tongue-based bilingual education (MTbBE) is an educational approach that uses the home language (HL) of learners as a resource concurrently with English in the classroom to enhance meaning-making while improving their academic achievement (August-Mowers 2025; Department of Basic Education [DBE] 2024). The implementation of MTbBE is supported by the South African Constitution and the Language in Education Policy (LiEP) of 1997, which clearly states that all 11 official languages should have equal status (LiEP 1997). This means that the goal of LiEP was to ensure social cohesion in schools by emphasising the importance of languages co-existing and being given equal recognition, with an emphasis on developing multilingual environments (Makupe & Machaba 2024; Sibanda & Tshehla 2025). In essence, in the South African context, MTbBE aims to promote additive bilingualism and the development of African languages in education. However, for years, that practice was only visible in the Foundation Phase (FP), where learners were only taught in their mother tongue for the first 4 years in Grade R-3, then a switch to English instruction from Grade 4 upwards (Makoe 2014; Masunungure & Modiba 2023; Sibanda & Tshehla 2025). Mother tongue instruction in the FP is deemed a suitable strategy in the CAPS, as learners need a firm understanding of their mother tongue before learning an additional language, as they can transfer the skills they have learnt in their mother tongue to the additional language (Cummins 2000). Nevertheless, the implementation of MTbBE in schools sought to close that gap through providing an extension of mother tongue instruction beyond the FP, through implementing a bilingual approach that advocates for educators to use African languages together with English as the Language of Learning and Teaching (LoLT) in schools, since African languages continue to be under-represented in public settings, including schools (Kretzer & Kaschula 2021). Premsrirat and Burarungot (2022) add that inclusion in multilingual and multicultural contexts requires equitable access to quality education, as indicated in the Sustainable Development Goals (2022), and the implementation of MTbBE carries that agenda by emphasising that African languages should be used beyond the FP as LoLT.

The MTbBE project has started across the nine South African provinces, with a target in Mathematics, Natural Science and Technology in Grade 4 and Grade 5. This is because of the officialisation of circular 18 of 2024, which stipulated that in 2025, official enrolment of MTbBE should start in schools (DBE 2024). Mother tongue-based bilingual education implementation is regarded as a transformational and progressive policy shift in the post-apartheid era, since it seeks to redress the misinterpretation of LiEP (Singh 2025). Studies on MTbBE implementation have gained prominence worldwide, in countries such as Ghana, Nigeria and Thailand, and have revealed the positive effects of this bilingual approach in fostering social cohesion (Igboanusi 2008; Premsrirat & Burarungrot 2022; Owoo 2022).

Mother tongue-based bilingual education is also supported by three United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) principles: support for mother tongue instruction, bi/multilingual education and the use of language as an essential component of intercultural education (UNESCO 2003). The implementation of MTbBE is also a response to international studies such as Progress in International Literacy Studies (PIRLS) which indicated that South Africa (SA) learners performed poorly in international tests as compared to their counterparts, and one of the suggestions was a need to change the LoLT, and introduce one that will accommodate most learners; since research has shown that the learners’ learning challenges are language-related (DBE 2024; Masunungure & Modiba 2023).

However, although studies on MTbBE in SA have been conducted at a larger scale in both higher and basic education, and their good practices are known to the public (Mashige, Cekiso & Meyiwa 2019; Motloung, Mavuru & McNaught 2021; Singh 2025), these studies have not focused much on educators’ narratives in township schools regarding language choices and how the inclusion criteria used to implement MTbBE affect learners’ overall performance, given that linguistic diversity in schools has become a serious concern (Masunungure & Modiba 2023).

Studies on the effect of linguistic diversity on learner performance have been conducted (Masunungure & Modiba 2023), but they did not focus on the implementation of MTbBE and the inclusion criteria used in multilingual township schools to select schools’ language policy. Hence, the specific focus of this article is to present educators’ narratives of implementing MTbBE in township schools, drawing on studies conducted worldwide and nationally. It presents limited data from township pilot schools with multilingual learners. It focuses mainly on educators’ narratives about the language inclusion criteria for implementing MTbBE and how these criteria affect educators’ instructional practices and multilingual learners’ academic performance. This article seeks to bring educators’ narratives to the fore in the implementation of MTbBE in multilingual township classrooms by exploring how teachers interpret and apply inclusion criteria in their school’s language policy within MTbBE, and how these interpretations are shaped by multilingual classroom realities and broader language-in-education policy tensions in South African schools, through answering the following research questions:


	How does the language inclusion criterion used to select language policy in multilingual township schools affect educators’ instructional activities and learners’ performance when implementing MTbBE?

	What positive aspects and challenges do educators experience when implementing MTbBE using the selected language of implementation?

	How do the bilingual documents used to guide the implementation of MTbBE support educators in their day-to-day classroom practices?



Literature review

Linguistic diversity in South African township schools

Multilingualism is a characteristic of being a South African (Makalela 2016; Maseko & Mkhize 2021; Sibanda & Tshehla 2025; Wigdorowitz, Pérez & Tsimpli 2022), and the constant movement of people across different provinces in search of better economic opportunities has led to township schools becoming highly multilingual, with learners from different provinces speaking different languages in one class, leading to linguistic diversity (Masunungure & Modiba 2023; Sibanda & Tshehla 2025; Wigdorowitz et al. 2022). Brock-Utne (2017) notes that speaking different languages is advantageous among African multilinguals, as it helps develop rapport and establish relationships. Makupe and Machaba (2024) add that township schools are characterised by linguistic heterogeneity, meaning they are not homogeneous; instead, there is considerable variation in class, resulting in overlaps in linguistic encounters (Makalela 2013).

As a result, linguistic diversity has become the norm in schools, as learners from townships come from rich linguistic and culturally diverse backgrounds since they acquire multiple languages simultaneously before reaching school (Makupe & Machaba 2024; Maseko & Mkhize 2021; Masunungure & Modiba 2023; Phajane 2022), and educators face challenges in accommodating diverse learners and assessing them in their languages without excluding others. This means that educators must create linguistically responsive classrooms where all learners feel welcome. However, educators are often left with no choice, as the LoLT often compels them to overlook linguistic diversity (Masunungure & Modiba 2023), since they are supposed to teach in the languages stipulated in the school’s language policy. These perspectives reveal that multilingualism is a norm in township contexts, and that schools should promote educational equity and affirm learners’ linguistic identities, although it poses challenges to educators, since they are guided by school language policies.

Hurst-Harosh (2020) also notes that educators face different challenges in township schools, as learners use non-standard language varieties in the classroom. Similarly, Sibanda and Tshehla (2025) note that townships have unique sociolinguistic diversity, which affects educators’ practices. The challenge is that non-standard language varieties are not acknowledged in the school language policies, even though they reflect how township learners utilise their languages in class to access the curriculum. In their study on translanguaging in township schools, Krause and Prinsloo (2016) also found that the isiXhosa learners’ use at home differs from that used for academic purposes in school. Banda (2000) also reported similar concerns in his study that the languages used at school are often unfamiliar to learners because they are based on rural forms, which is not surprising, since even the dialects of African languages vary by context and individual. Sibanda and Tshehla (2025) note that dialectical differences in multilingual contexts can impede mother tongue education when teachers and learners speak different dialects. This means that the lack of standard language variety affects educators’ instructional practices, as they also need to ensure that learners understand the message taught without compromising the curriculum or standard languages. Another study conducted in a township in Khayelitsha revealed that educators draw on language resources at their disposal to engage learners with subject content (Krause & Prinsloo 2016). However, although these studies revealed linguistic practices in township schools, they did not have a clear focus on MTbBE.

The issue of linguistic diversity in township schools also raises a concern for MTbBE implementation, especially since MTbBE is a bilingual strategy, and it remains questionable how educators’ linguistic choices and inclusion criteria used to determine school language policy will ensure that it does not exclude the linguistic repertoires of other learners in class, especially of those who do not share the same language as educators.

Language inclusion dilemmas in multilingual schools

Language inclusion in the education system is an ongoing conversation, both in basic and higher education. Masunungure and Maguvhe (2024) note that the inclusion of linguistically and culturally diverse learners in schools remains a challenge globally (Gitschthaler et al. 2024) and in SA, since educators grapple with including learners’ diverse linguistic resources in the classroom. One of the overarching challenges is that educators are not equipped to facilitate inclusion in schools, particularly in multilingual schools. Educators in multilingual schools face the challenge of creating inclusive classroom climates by ensuring that all learners participate and achieve to the best of their abilities (Jaspers 2015; Premsrirat & Burarungrot 2022). Since the inclusion of linguistically and culturally diverse learners in schools creates equitable and supportive environments, educators should utilise learners’ full linguistic repertoires, which is often challenging given SA’s multilingual nature (Masunungure & Maguvhe 2024).

Premsrirat and Burarungrot (2022) add that language use and choice in the education system play a crucial role in determining social cohesion or social exclusion, meaning that the inclusion criteria in the school’s language policy can either include or exclude other learners. More specifically, because most often only dominant languages in societies are used and included in schools, leading to the marginalisation of non-dominant languages. Nevertheless, UNESCO, through its developmental goals, emphasises that inclusion and equity are essential for laying a foundation for quality education for all (Masunungure & Maguvhe 2024; UNESCO 2003). Meaning schools should create educational spaces that are welcoming to all learners, regardless of the languages they speak or whether those languages are popular.

Language inclusion debates are not unique to the SA multilingual classroom; they are a global phenomenon. Gilham and Furstenau (2020) conducted a study on educators’ language experiences and their inclusion of learners’ HLs in school life. They found that educators are willing to include learners’ languages in their teaching, as this inclusion benefits both learners and educators. Another study conducted in Australia on the inclusion of multilingual learners found that inclusion is a challenge because of too-large groups, lack of adequate teaching materials, lack of time (in class) and time-consuming lessons, since they have to adequately plan in order to ensure that no child is left behind in their classroom (Gitschthaler et al. 2024). Jaspers (2015) also conducted a study in Brussels on modelling linguistic diversity in schools, focusing on the exclusionary impact of inclusive multilingualism, and found that the inclusion of unofficial linguistic resources in specific discursive slots implied their exclusion in others, which means that the inclusion criteria bring an impression that some languages are better than others.

On the other hand, studies on inclusion in SA have focused explicitly on examining educators’ perspectives on teaching learners with barriers, revealing how inclusive education can serve as a vehicle for transformation and social justice in SA (Engelbrecht et al. 2015; Mamabolo et al. 2021; Nel et al. 2014). Moreover, there has not been much focus on language inclusion in multilingual classrooms. Hence, in this study, the inclusion criteria refer to the pedagogical and linguistic considerations schools use to determine which indigenous languages are included in the MTbBE project, since schools, together with their governing bodies have the power to determine language policy at the micro-level (Wildsmith-Cromarty & Balfour 2019).

Language preference in multilingual classrooms

Language is a significant medium for communication and knowledge acquisition (Makupe & Machaba 2024). Meaning language is crucial in education, as it is a meaning-making device that enables educators and learners to communicate the educational message (Masunungure & Modiba 2023). Thus, educators’ language choices can either enable or hinder classroom communication, thereby affecting learners’ overall performance. Hence, in multilingual classrooms, educators should try to include all learners (Masunungure & Modiba 2023), since multilingual classrooms are diverse, with learners speaking multiple languages.

For decades, English and Afrikaans have been used as official LoLT beyond the FP (Masunungure & Modiba 2023), and this is because of the inheritance of previous apartheid laws and how access to English has always been associated with upward social mobility (Makoe 2014; Makupe & Machaba 2024; Phajane 2022). Nevertheless, the constant use of English as LoLT from Grade 4 upwards has been proven to sideline most African learners whose languages were deemed unfit for use as LoLT beyond the FP. Hence, the implementation of MTbBE in schools sought to redress that misconception. However, although MTbBE is a good strategy in the post-apartheid era to redress past inequalities, questions about how it caters for multilingual classrooms remain unanswered.

Studies on multilingualism and language preference have been conducted in SA, both in primary and secondary education; however, they have not focused on language preference for MTbBE implementation. For instance, Makoe (2014) conducted a study of multilingual learners in primary schools, focusing on identity formation, and found that schools tend to impose identity on learners by failing to valorise learners’ experiences. Another study on language preference in a township high school found that English is the preferred language for learning mathematics because learners speak different indigenous African languages, and English serves as a common denominator that enhances equality among learners (Makupe & Machaba 2024). Makupe and Machaba (2025) also conducted a study on language preference in rural secondary schools in the Eastern Cape. They found that learners preferred a bilingual approach integrating both isiXhosa and English. These studies indicate that a bilingual approach is valued in SA classrooms; however, implementing it remains challenging.

Phajane (2022) in her study on languages of learning and teaching in multilingual classrooms discovered that multilingual learners often encounter challenges adapting to the system since they sometimes do not speak the official language recognised in the school, and their language skills end up not serving them, since they have no place in the classroom. This indicates how school language preferences often sideline multilingual learners, as schools often adopt a bilingual approach and designate two languages as official. The challenges noted in Phajane’s study persist, even with recent developments in MTbBE in multilingual township schools. The question is how the inclusion criteria used to select the languages in the school’s language policy will accommodate all learners when implementing MTbBE, despite their linguistic differences in the classroom.

Theoretical framework

This study was underpinned by translanguaging theory, which destabilises monolingual practices by advocating the use of multiple languages in the classroom (Baker 2011). Using translanguaging as a theoretical lens enabled the researcher to analyse how educators addressed the challenges posed by the linguistic inclusion criteria used for MTbBE in class when teaching multilingual learners. Translanguaging refers to the fluid, flexible and dynamic way in which multilingual speakers use their full linguistic repertoires in meaning-making, rather than treating languages as separate and autonomous systems (Garcia & Wei 2014). In essence, this study draws on translanguaging as a theoretical framework to understand how linguistic practices in township schools challenge rigid boundaries between languages, thereby challenging monoglossic approaches that position languages as separate and hierarchical systems (McKinney & Tyler 2024) by conceptualising multilingual learners’ linguistic repertoires as dynamic and interconnected within township schools. Translanguaging further recognises and acknowledges the complex language situation in SA’s classrooms, and views multilingualism as an essential tool for learning rather than a hindrance to accessing the curriculum (Sibanda & Tshehla 2025).

Moreover, using translanguaging as a theoretical lens for this study is supported by SA studies that have used it to investigate teaching in schools where heteroglossia is the norm in classrooms, and through translanguaging, educators and learners can tap into their linguistic resources to make sense of the text (Krause & Prinsloo 2016; Maseko & Mkhize 2021), which means that in diverse classrooms, translanguaging practices reduce tension by allowing languages to coexist simultaneously and by challenging the dominance of one language over the other (Wei 2018). However, in this study, the translanguaging lens was used to understand language practices in township schools and how these practices are affected by schools’ language policies, which often include a dominant language in implementing MTbBE.

Research methods and design

This study adopted a qualitative research approach, as it is concerned with gathering deep insights from participants’ experiences and understanding complex phenomena (Ahmed 2024; Lim 2025). Qualitative research was deemed appropriate for this study, as it seeks to report educators’ insights on implementing MTbBE in multilingual township schools, with a focus on the inclusion criteria used in their schools to select languages for MTbBE implementation. Qualitative research was also chosen because of its ability to report on human experience and perspectives through rich textual data (Lim 2025). Within qualitative research, a case study was used because of its unique ability to reveal the dynamics of a phenomenon in its real-world context and align with the researcher’s objectives (Lim 2025). For instance, this study specifically focused on understanding how schools’ language policy inclusion criteria are used in multilingual township schools, and how this affects educators’ practices when implementing MTbBE.

Purposive sampling was used to select six educators from multilingual township schools who are piloting MTbBE from Grade 4 upwards. For educators to be included in this study, they had to either teach Maths or Natural Science and Technology in a multilingual township using the indigenous language, as this constitutes the piloting of MTbBE in primary schools. In essence, this study employed purposive sampling to select participants who possessed direct experience and knowledge relevant to the implementation of MTbBE in township schools. Since purposive sampling is the intentional selection of participants that offers desirable insights into the phenomenon (Tajik, Golzar & Noor 2025), the study selected six participants, as only a limited number of schools were piloting MTbBE. Township schools were purposefully chosen because their context reflects true and flexible multilingualism, and that allowed the researcher to gain a deeper understanding of how the language inclusion criteria affect educators’ practices and learners’ performance. Purposive sampling was deemed appropriate for the study, as it aimed to gain rich, context-specific insights from educators directly involved in the practices of multilingual classrooms and learner inclusion processes. Six teachers were selected based on criteria such as experience in township schools, working in multilingual classrooms, and familiarity with MTbBE practices. The qualitative nature of the study sought depth of understanding rather than statistical generalisation. The sample size was considered adequate, as purposive sampling prioritises depth of understanding rather than statistical generalisation; hence, it involves selecting a desirable population that serves the study’s purpose (Etikan, Musa & Alkassim 2016). Notably, in this study, most educators were bilingual, with more than 3 years of teaching experience in township schools situated in a multilingual context, as demonstrated in Table 1, although they were teaching learners who were multilingual, as they alluded to during their interviews.
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Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with educators teaching in multilingual township schools, where linguistic diversity is the norm in the classroom (see Table 1) and choosing one language over another often excludes other learners. Using semi-structured interviews was considered the best fit, as they offer flexibility in questioning, allowing the researcher to adapt questions based on participants’ responses and, in turn, enabling participants to provide in-depth information about the phenomenon under investigation (Chand 2025). In addition to semi-structured interviews, document analysis was used as a secondary data collection method. Document analysis in qualitative research involves analysing existing texts, with a clear focus on the text under analysis (Chand 2025; Morgan 2022). For instance, in this study, the documents analysed included the workbooks educators received during the MTbBE training course and the language plan for each topic. Document analysis is about systematic examination and interpretation of documents to gain insights about a specific phenomenon (Chand 2025). This study employed methodological triangulation through semi-structured interviews and document analysis. Semi-structured interviews were conducted to gather in-depth insights into teachers’ experiences, interpretations of MTbBE implementation and perceptions of the inclusion criteria in MTbBE. Relevant policy documents, such as curriculum statements provided in MTbBE training, were also analysed to contextualise teachers’ accounts and compare these with official policy expectations. Triangulation of these two data sources increased the credibility of the findings by enabling cross-referencing between teachers’ reported practices and policy intentions. It also enabled a more comprehensive understanding of how inclusion criteria are understood and enacted in practice. Nevertheless, although interviews and document analysis enabled methodological triangulation, the study did not include classroom observations. As a result, findings primarily reflect teachers’ reported practices and policy texts, rather than directly observed classroom interactions.

Trustworthiness is crucial in qualitative research (Ahmed 2024), and to ensure trustworthiness in this study, member checking was done after transcribing data collected through semi-structured interviews. Member checking allowed participants to review and confirm whether the transcript accurately reflected their viewpoints (Ahmed 2024). Triangulation was also applied in this study, where data were collected through two datasets, semi-structured interviews and document analysis, and using these two datasets allowed the researcher to cross-verify the findings (Ahmed 2024). In instances where educators mentioned how the bilingual papers were presented, the researcher also had to request samples of those papers to verify their claims. Using two datasets also reduced potential bias arising from reporting data from a single source (Ahmed 2024). Data were analysed thematically following Braun and Clarke’s guidelines, which consist of familiarisation with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes and producing the report (Braun & Clarke 2006). Firstly, the researcher familiarised themselves with the data by conducting verbatim transcriptions of audio-recorded interviews, allowing for the identification of recurring patterns relevant to the research questions. Secondly, the researcher generated initial codes from the data deductively, guided by the study’s research questions and the study’s theoretical framework of translanguaging, while remaining open to patterns emerging from the data. Thereafter, the researcher began searching for themes by grouping relevant data into each theme, leading to the naming of themes based on how they responded to the research question. The last step was to produce the report by relating themes to the research questions and providing quotations where necessary. Following these guidelines allowed the researcher to organise the themes strategically and in accordance with the research questions. Reflexive practice was employed throughout the analysis to critically examine how the researcher’s own assumptions and interpretations might impact the analytical process. Ethical standards were upheld, and pseudonyms were used instead of participants’ real names (see Table 1).

Ethical considerations

Ethical clearance to conduct this study was obtained from the Faculty of Education Research Ethics Committee, University of Johannesburg (No. SEM 2-2024-052).

Results

This section presents the findings of this study under three sub-themes that emerged from semi-structured interviews with educators and document analysis. The identified themes were the effects of language inclusion criteria in a multilingual township school; positive aspects identified by educators in implementing MTbBE; and challenges posed by the inclusion criteria in implementing MTbBE; these themes correspond with the research questions, which focused on educators’ narratives on the inclusion criteria used for MTbBE in multilingual township schools. Direct quotes were used to present their views and experiences.

The effects of language inclusion criteria in a multilingual township school

This theme focused on presenting educators’ findings on the consequences of the inclusion criteria for MTbBE in multilingual township schools. In this theme, educators revealed that although their school had learners from linguistically diverse backgrounds, the inclusion criteria for selecting languages to implement MTbBE led to the selection of isiZulu as the official indigenous language of the school for mathematics and NSTech subjects, causing tension for teachers who were teaching these subjects and not HL speakers of isiZulu and thus fuelling fears about job security. At the same time, other educators were concerned with issues of inclusion and exclusion in the classroom. This was noted when one participant said:


‘I am really worried about what is going to happened [sic] to my job, because Ke moSotho nna, [meaning I am Sotho], and here at school I was employed to teach NSTech, of which I have been doing throughout the years, but now with this MTbBE, they had to allocate different subjects for me; since now NSTech should be taught in isiZulu, which is a language that was selected for this school, so you see this is also unfair to me because I can no longer teach the subject I specialise in because of MTbBE.’ (Ms Mokoena)



Ms Mokoena’s comment raised one of the overlooked aspects in MTbBE implementation of educators’ proficiency in the LoLT and how the inclusion criteria for language selection are based on schools’ language policy. This causes her fear of being allocated new subjects because she is not proficient in teaching NSTech in the indigenous language, specifically those chosen by the school, since she is not a home-language speaker of any of those languages.

Ms Mokoena’s response revealed that since the implementation of MTbBE at her school, she has been forced to teach other subjects, which is problematic, as at varsity she majored in Maths, Natural Science and Technology and was trained to teach these subjects in English. These findings indicate that although MTbBE is a good strategy for elevating African languages, it also creates tension for educators who are not teaching in their home provinces and are not fluent in the languages schools select to implement MTbBE. Another participant raised a similar concern when she said:


‘Although I believe that MTbBE implementation is a good strategy, but I feel like proper planning was not done, especially for us who teach in township schools where in one class learners speak different languages, you see I am Zulu and I am comfortable with teaching Mathematics using isiZulu, but the problem is in my class I have learners whose mother tongue is IsiXhosa, Siswati and for some they speak Sepedi and it becomes difficult for to translate to all these languages, and I end up breaking the law by sticking to English when I teach.’ (Mrs Bhengu)



Mrs Bhengu’s response revealed that in her classroom she had multilingual learners, and she expressed her concerns, noting that although she is comfortable with following policy mandates, she is concerned about her learners, as they are not a homogeneous group; instead, they speak languages other than isiZulu and English.

With regard to sticking to English and instead of teaching in an indigenous language, Mrs Bhengu was not the only educator that indicated this; one participant echoed the same view:


‘For me using only one home language to teach Mathematics, whilst in class I have learners who speak more than three different home languages is unfair, so for the benefits of every learner in my class, I just stick to English so that every child benefits. Because I think it would have been better if these learners were told to go to schools where either maths or NSTech would be offered in their HL.’ (Mr Siwela)



The above responses from Mrs Bhengu and Mr Siwela indicate that although MTbBE is a good strategy, some educators preferred to maintain monolingual practices, as they felt their classes were too diverse and offering a bilingual lesson in isiZulu and English was not beneficial to learners whose HL was not isiZulu. This was noted when these educators raised concerns that, since their learners were multilingual in the classroom, using a uniform language such as isiZulu to teach either Maths or NSTech was an unfair practice. Moreover, they indicated that it would have been better if they had been placed in schools that implemented MTbBE in their languages, which would have been an indication of language segregation. Language segregation is problematic because it further disadvantages learners by leading to homogenisation within those contexts, which defeats the purpose of multilingualism (Gitschthaler et al. 2024).

It was noted during interview sessions that some educators, like Mrs Bhengu and Mr Siwela, echoed their preference for English instruction to maintain neutrality in Maths and NSTech classrooms; and their responses align with the literature on language preference in multilingual classrooms, indicating that English instruction promotes neutrality (Makupe & Machaba 2024). These findings indicated that some educators often prioritised English as the primary medium for instruction and assessment, even in multilingual classrooms, and referred to this as ‘breaking the law’, as stated by Mrs Bhengu, who was aware of MTbBE’s policy expectations. Such views are not neutral but are shaped by historical and institutional processes that privilege English over African languages and reflect broader sociolinguistic hierarchies in South African education, where English is frequently associated with academic legitimacy and upward mobility (Posel, Hunter & Rudwick 2022). Notably, some participants frequently associated English with learner inclusion, reflecting the broader sociolinguistic dominance of English in South African schooling, where it is often associated with educational success and socioeconomic mobility. Such views also highlight tensions between multilingual education policies and educator practices in schools.

Although some educators pointed out that including only one language in a multilingual classroom is unfair, others mentioned translating into English as one of the strategies they used in class when learners could not understand concepts in isiZulu. This was noted when one participant said:


‘So far I use pictures and do a lot of translation into English in class to try and accommodate learners who are not isiZulu HL speakers, because since they are in my class, I should ensure that I accommodate them, and they are not left behind.’ (Mr Shoba)



Mr Shoba’s response indicated that some educators are keen to accommodate diversity in their classrooms by incorporating different strategies when teaching, such as translation and picture methods, to ensure that the lesson is understood despite learners’ linguistic differences. However, Mr Shoba’s overarching response was that he also translated most of the time into English. His response indicates that, in this study, educators’ ideologies were shaped by their teaching experience, where for years they have been using English as LoLT, and a sudden shift to accommodate African languages in teaching content subjects such as Maths and NSTech seemed to pose more challenges because it was moving them away from their normative teaching and assessment styles. These findings indicate that while the MTbBE seeks to promote the development of African languages, the persistence of English dominance in classroom practice suggests a policy-practice divide. These perceptions reflect dominant monolingual language ideologies that position English as the primary language of academic success, where English is consistently used as LoLT, even in contexts where African languages have been legitimised for use as LoLT alongside English. Within this context, teachers’ reported practices were understood as pragmatic responses to individual preferences rather than institutional expectations.

Positive aspects identified by educators in implementing mother tongue-based bilingual education

This theme focused on reporting whether educators have identified any positive effects of implementing MTbBE. Some educators in this study reported that, because isiZulu was a dominant language spoken at the school, there were improvements in learner participation in class, and they noted peer and autonomous learning among learners:


‘You see, in my class, learners used to struggle comprehending NSTech content, but since I started teaching it using isiZulu, I have seen great improvement in their engagement during the lesson. This one time I was teaching them about vertebrate and non-vertebrate animals, after I explained in isiZulu, some learners were able to give me examples of those animals.’ (Ms Phungula)



Ms Phungula’s response indicates that implementing MTbBE brought a favourable classroom climate, with increased learner participation and enhanced understanding, as learners were taught in their HL. The findings on increased participation when NSTech is taught in isiZulu confirm the existing literature linking mother tongue education to a critical role in children’s cognitive development (Makupe & Machaba 2025). Similarly, one participant shared the same sentiments; this was observed when he said:


‘I do not want to lie, although I do not know where this MTbBE is going, but I have started in my class by teaching mathematics in isiZulu, and I am happy with how learners are responding in class, and at times I would see those who understand isiZulu offering help to their peers who do not understand, which is a good thing to witness.’ (Mr Shoba)



Mr Shoba’s response indicated that although he was unsure of his own practice, he was happy with the results it yielded in his classroom. Mr Shoba reported that using both English and an African language in their classrooms yielded positive results, which reflects the realities of most classroom practices. The above findings on increased learner participation align with the literature on translanguaging in mathematics classrooms, which indicates that drawing on learners’ full linguistic repertoires in mathematics lessons enhances conceptual understanding, participation and learner confidence (Ndhlovana & Charamba 2023; Pule 2025). These findings confirm scholarly research on the benefits of mother tongue instruction, which highlights that using learners’ first language in the lesson enhances effective communication in the classroom and leads to better academic achievement, since learners can communicate freely in a language they are familiar with (Cummins 2000; Sibanda & Tshehla 2025).

Another positive aspect noted by educators regarding MTbBE implementation was the freedom to code-switch during lessons, which was exciting, given that, prior to MTbBE, they were expected to teach either Mathematics or NSTech in English only. This was noted when one participant said:


‘For me, the most exciting part of implementing MTbBE is that now I can code-switch when I teach, I do not have to rely on English, I can use other languages, which is a good thing since I am also an English FAL speaker.’ (Ms Shabane)



Ms Shabane’s response demonstrated her excitement about implementing MTbBE, as she would be at ease teaching in class while code-switching to isiZulu. Her response aligns with the existing literature on codeswitching, which states that it is a common practice in multilingual settings and benefits both teachers and learners, as educators use it to explain complex concepts (Calteaux 1996; Maluleke 2019; Pule 2025). However, in this study, code-switching seemed to benefit only educators and learners who shared the teacher’s language, not all learners. Although translanguaging has been brought to the fore through existing research, some educators still refer to their practices as code-switching. However, they were translanguaging, underscoring the need to educate educators about the benefits of translanguaging, especially since it has been officially adopted as a pedagogical strategy for implementing MTbBE, as it assesses learners’ ability to draw on their linguistic repertoires during instructional activities (DBE 2024; Makalela 2015). The reported use of mixed languages in classroom interaction illustrates translanguaging practices that are characteristic of multilingual learning environments that support learner participation and comprehension.

Challenges posed by the inclusion criteria in implementing mother tongue-based bilingual education

Although educators noted a few positive aspects of implementing MTbBE, the inclusion criteria used in multilingual township schools when selecting schools’ language policy posed more challenges. The overarching concerns from educators were limited training, the training model used prior to implementation, inconsistent language errors in workbooks and limited resources.

The educators in this study raised concerns about the kind of training they received prior to implementation. Mrs Bhengu said: ‘This thing really came as a shock to us. I remember only attending one training session, then I was expected to come and implement’. Mrs Bhengu’s response indicates that she was not sufficiently trained to implement MTbBE since she only attended a single training prior to executing the implementation, which is not surprising, as the issue of continuous professional development has long been a problem in SA, even when new curriculum policies are implemented (Nakidien et al. 2022). For instance, in this study, Mrs Bhengu revealed that she was not sufficiently trained prior to implementing MTbBE, which is problematic because the implementation of MTbBE stressed the importance of drawing on learners’ full linguistic repertoires when teaching, and if educators receive limited training, it will significantly affect how they perceive and interpret policy expectations in the classroom, because when educators receive inadequate training, they may lack confidence and competence in applying translanguaging pedagogies effectively (Mashala & Sanders 2025). As translanguaging goes beyond switching between languages, it instead requires planning and the ability to draw on learners’ linguistic repertoires for meaning-making (Cenoz & Gorter 2022). As a result, classroom practices may remain monolingual or rely on rigid language separation, which contradicts the principles of translanguaging. With regard to the kind of training received, one participant also raised:


‘Well, in my school, I was lucky because I was selected to go and attend training, but what came as a shock was that I was then expected to go back and train my colleagues, which for me was a bit extreme since I was still confused myself based on what is expected of me.’ (Mr Siwela)



Mr Siwela’s response indicates that the model used to train some educators for MTbBE, like in his school, is a training transfer model, which is problematic because it leads to miscommunication of important information since it implies that a teacher who has undergone training should train other educators, and that often leads to educators implementing the new curriculum based on their assumptions. Mr Siwela’s response, similar to Mrs Bhengu’s, revealed that the training model used prior to the implementation of MTbBE was a one-off approach that did not adequately prepare them for the realities of multilingual classrooms.

One participant also raised dissatisfaction with the training received. This was noted when she said:


‘These trainings should have happened a long time ago, not now when we are expected to teach Mathematics and NSTech in isiZulu. Worse thing is in these trainings there is no clear focus on one language, as is the case when we come back to school.’ (Ms Shabane)



Ms Shabane’s response indicates her dissatisfaction with the training received, and she also commented on the resources provided during the training sessions. The above responses indicate that pre-implementation training focused mainly on policy orientation rather than on practical classroom application, leaving educators struggling to translate policy expectations into meaningful pedagogical practices. This demonstrates a gap between the theoretical goals of MTbBE and the practical support educators received. Furthermore, in addressing pedagogical practices in linguistically diverse contexts, continuous professional development, collaborative learning and context-responsive training are essential, as teaching practices are dynamic and complex, especially in township schools (Sibanda & Tshehla 2025):


‘Well, during training, we did receive some documents such as ATPs and other worksheets that were written in isiZulu and English, and honestly, I do not wish to comment on the language use there.’ (Ms Shabane)



Ms Shabane’s comments on the resources they received during training prompted the researcher to conduct a document analysis, as the teacher seemed more concerned with the language in the textbooks than with the content itself. Another comment on the issue of language in the worksheet was made by one participant when she said:


‘You see, they say they want learners to learn in NSTech using isiZulu, but the kind of isiZulu that is used in those books is not the normal one. You see, it was my first time seeing a word in isiZulu with no vowels. I saw that in an NSTech worksheet.’ (Mrs Bhengu)



Mrs Bhengu’s comment on the language structures used in the resources indicates that although MTbBE makes efforts to elevate the status of indigenous languages beyond the FP, more work still needs to be done to develop correct terminologies for scientific concepts in indigenous languages. Notably, although the educators received training prior to MTbBE, they were concerned that it was insufficient and were dissatisfied with it. Some teachers like Ms Shabane and Mrs Bhengu further expressed dissatisfaction with the material, highlighting language errors and inconsistencies stemming from poorly translated materials that undermine the status of African languages. They fear that this could potentially create confusion for both educators and learners. Furthermore, such inconsistencies weaken the effectiveness of bilingual instruction, as poor-quality materials may therefore obstruct learners’ ability to move fluidly across languages for learning, and thus hinder the goal of implementing MTbBE and effective instruction in multilingual classrooms (Sibanda & Tshehla 2025). With regard to resources received during training, one participant indicated that:


‘Well, in Maths we were told that when we teach we must use a document with topics per language, and that document would guide us in terms of which topic should be taught in which language and an ATP which was presented in two languages, isiZulu and English.’ (Mr Siwela)



Participants’ concerns about the resources needed for MTbBE implementation highlight the persistent gap between SA’s Language-in-Education Policy, which promotes multilingualism, and the realities of under-resourced township schools. This disconnect suggests that policy aspirations for additive bilingualism are not always matched by institutional support, resulting in uneven implementation. This also led the researcher to conduct document analysis to draw conclusions from educators’ interview responses since schools may default to English-only instruction despite MTbBE’s intentions. This limitation reflects broader systemic inequalities that translanguaging scholars often critique, particularly the marginalisation of indigenous languages in education contexts with diverse languages (Mahan, Phatudi & Modise 2024).

Document analysis

Document analysis was considered imperative in this study, as most educators during interview sessions expressed dissatisfaction with the resources provided during MTbBE training. Because of the researcher’s limited language proficiency, they analysed bilingual documents written in isiZulu and English, although one participant provided a bilingual document in English and Sesotho. The analysis of policy documents provided during MTbBE trainings indicated strong advocacy for multilingual education and the use of African languages in teaching and learning of Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) subjects within the South African schooling system, as the documents were written in two languages, which shows a move towards dismantling monolingual ideologies of using one language as LoLT, as has been happening throughout the years. As a result, this study analysed the documents provided to the researcher by the educators during the interviews: copies of the topics for each language in mathematics and the NSTech Grade 5 workbook.

This document indicates topics that should be presented in English when the schools implement MTbBE. Mr Siwela, during an interview, revealed that there were specific requirements for these topics: 20% should be in English, while 80% should be taught in isiZulu (see Figure 1). The allocation of percentages per topic revealed that MTbBE implementation relies on parallel monolingualism rather than genuine multilingualism, in which topics are allocated percentages to be covered in different languages. In practice, this means educators should use a single language when teaching a given topic. This form of MTbBE implementation poses problems, especially since it seeks to destabilise monolingualism, and implementing MTbBE in this manner tends to perpetuate monolingual ideologies that keep languages free from contamination. This technique is problematic from a translanguaging standpoint because it does not reflect the typical language use of multilingual people. According to translanguaging theory, rather than using distinct language systems, multilingual individuals draw on their full linguistic repertoire to create meaning (Garcia & Wei 2014).
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The other documents that educators received during the training session were NSTech workbooks, and educators expressed dissatisfaction with the language structure. Mrs Bhengu’s concern was how certain words that were used did not make sense, like the word ‘Thekhnoloji’, meaning ‘technology’, since there was a missing vowel I between k and h, and the word could have sounded better if it were ‘Thekhinoloji’ (see Figure 2). The other issue with using such words is that it leads to confusion for language learners, since there is a standardised African word for technology, which is ‘ezobuchwepheshe’; and using such words in official textbooks undermines the standard of African languages and might confuse both learners and educators and thus defeat the purpose of MTbBE, which also seeks to uplift the standard of African languages by extending them as LoLT beyond the FP (DBE 2024).
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The other concern raised by Mrs Bhengu during an interview was that this workbook was available only in isiZulu, meaning she had to spend excessive time translating for learners in class; since her classroom was multilingual, it was worse when learners had to read for themselves because they were struggling. This indicates the issue with language inclusion criteria for township schools, where in-class learners do not speak a standardised language. Mrs Bhengu’s comments revealed that good policies tend not to be implemented successfully because of an oversight of classroom realities.

However, although bilingual documents that support MTbBE were made available during training, interview data revealed that educators often rely predominantly on English in classroom practice because of perceived learner needs, the fact that most learners were multilingual and did not speak a standardised language, and language ideologies that often associate English with upward mobility. This divergence between policy expectations and classroom realities highlights a persistent policy–practice gap in the implementation of MTbBE in township schools. The triangulation of document analysis and teacher narratives, therefore, provided a more nuanced understanding of how policy intentions are reinterpreted within everyday classroom contexts and how educators’ beliefs shape their pedagogical practices.

Discussion

This study used a small-scale qualitative inquiry, since it aimed to explore educators’ experiences in a context-specific area rather than produce broadly generalisable conclusions. The translanguaging lens was employed to examine how the inclusion criteria for selecting languages for MTbBE implementation in multilingual schools shape educators’ instructional practices. The study was conducted in township primary schools characterised by significant linguistic diversity. The schools served communities where multilingualism formed part of everyday social life. Despite the multilingual nature of the communities and the implementation of MTbBE to elevate the standard of indigenous languages, English continued to be associated with academic progression and socioeconomic mobility, influencing language practices and perceptions within the schools. This study revealed that while opportunities for translanguaging practices are available in the classroom, because of linguistic diversity, choosing one or two languages for teaching Maths and NSTech in linguistically diverse schools often overlooks learners’ linguistic diversity and further marginalises unpopular languages within the school setting. This led some educators to resort to monolingual practices, using English exclusively in their teaching. These practices indicate tensions between multilingual education policies that promote African languages and the practical pressures teachers experience in English-dominant educational environments. From a translanguaging perspective, such narratives reveal how monoglossic assumptions continue to influence educators’ understandings of language use and learner participation in township schools. This means that the inclusion criteria used for selecting languages for implementing MTbBE in multilingual township schools reveal what Makoe (2014) referred to as the socialisation of multilingual learners into homogeneous practices, as only one language is selected in each school, despite learners being linguistically diverse, under the assumption that a dominant language should carry out the implementation.

The results from this study also reveal that the inclusion criteria used in multilingual township schools often lead to the infringement of other learners’ rights to receive education in the language of their choice, as stated in the South African Bill of Rights (Republic of South Africa 1996), more especially in instances where learners do not share the identical linguistic repertoires as their educators. For instance, some educators reported that isiZulu was widely used in code-switching because it is most spoken in the community and at the school, suggesting that dominant languages often overpower non-dominant languages in multilingual classrooms, leading to linguistic diglossia. The problem with code-switching in this case is that code-switching practice excluded migrants and other learners whose first language was not isiZulu (Sibanda & Tshehla 2025) – giving the impression that other learners’ HLs did not have a place in the classroom, since they do not speak the languages used in the school for the implementation project. In contrast, the dominant languages of the society are used for the implementation project (Phajane 2022). Because of linguistic diversity in township schools and the inclusion criteria used to select languages for teaching Maths or NSTech, this study found that some learners are indeed learning in a language that is not their mother tongue, which defeats the purpose of MTbBE.

Although some educators mentioned translation and code-switching as strategies they use to teach complex concepts, other educators reported that, because of linguistic diversity in their classes, it did not accommodate all learners, which aligns with the literature, which states that oral translation in a multilingual classroom accommodates learners who share the same language as the teacher (Masunungure & Modiba 2023), meaning there is a great need for the DBE to provide translation services in schools and ongoing training for educators on how to embrace linguistic diversity in the classroom through multilingual pedagogies (Masunungure & Modiba 2023).

Educators in this study also reported that, prior to implementing MTbBE, there was no clear guidance on choosing the languages to teach Maths and NSTech in, even during the workshops they attended. Instead, they saw that the documents arriving in their schools had Maths and NSTech curricula written in isiZulu, meaning that indeed there is a lack of clear guidelines in implementing other policies (Mashige et al. 2019). This study revealed a need for educators to receive proper training to meet policy expectations and address issues related to inclusion, diversity and equity (Masunungure & Maguvhe 2024).

Data from document analysis revealed that although MTbBE is a bilingual approach, some documents, such as worksheets, were monolingual. Educators had to spend excessive time translating in class for learners who did not understand or speak the language in which the worksheets were presented. In other instances, they had to rectify language errors in those worksheets. This confirms the literature on language policy and linguistic landscape that although classes are highly multilingual, you hardly find multilingual documents that include three or more languages (Kretzer & Kaschula 2021). Similarly, Khanyile (2021) noted that implementing mother tongue instruction in SA is challenging because of limited resources and a lack of vocabulary in indigenous languages, as these languages lack registers for academic purposes across subjects such as maths, science, industry and commerce, which indicates the need to develop terminology and materials in indigenous languages (Sibanda & Tshehla 2025).

Conclusion

This study explored narratives on inclusion criteria within MTbBE implementation in selected township schools. Therefore, the findings should not be understood as neutral or objective representations of MTbBE implementation, but rather as contextually situated, shaped by multilingual classroom realities, institutional expectations and broader language ideologies surrounding the status of English and African languages. As participants were limited, they were sampled in a context-specific environment, which shaped their beliefs on MTbBE implementation. Nevertheless, this study revealed both the potential benefits and practical challenges associated with implementing MTbBE in linguistically diverse township classrooms. While the implementation of MTbBE is intended to promote epistemic access and equity, educators revealed that in other instances, like in multilingual township schools, it tends to marginalise unpopular languages, since they are hardly included in schools to be used to teach either Maths or Science; instead, school inclusion criteria tend to rely on dominant languages, which means that tension exists between policy ambitions and classroom realities in SA (Jaspers 2015; Makupe & Machaba 2025). Even though policies aim to promote multilingualism, educators reported that, in multilingual classrooms, they often draw on monolingual practices because of their language ideologies about the prestige status of other languages.

The inclusion criteria used to select languages in implementing MTbBE are suitable for those speaking languages shared by educators and bad for others, since the dominant ideology that was used as a basis of inclusion criteria for MTbBE in township schools reflects how homogeneity in heterogeneous environments reproduces differences in epistemic access and the education system, since it creates possibilities for some learners and constraints for others. Furthermore, it makes the job of mathematics teachers complicated and challenging, as they are not competent in the learners’ diverse, multilingual indigenous African languages (Makupe & Machaba 2024). The inclusion criteria for MTbBE in multilingual township schools give a false impression that learners in township schools are a homogeneous group. This is not the case, since schooling offers different experiences for individuals depending on their linguistic backgrounds (Krause & Prinsloo 2016). Given the exploratory and context-specific nature of the study, the findings cannot be generalised to all township schools or educational settings. Nevertheless, the study contributes to ongoing discussions on multilingual education and provides insight into how teachers implement MTbBE and navigate language practices and learner inclusion within township schools.

This study also contributes to the field of education by providing empirically grounded insights into how some educators interpret inclusion criteria within MTbBE implementation in township schools. While existing research has extensively examined language-in-education policies and translanguaging practices, less attention has been given to how educators operationalise language inclusion decisions in linguistically diverse classrooms. By focusing on educators’ situated perspectives, this study highlights the intersection of policy intentions and classroom realities, particularly in township contexts where English dominance continues to shape educational practice, despite measures to promote multilingualism.

This study has several limitations, one of which is that it involved a limited number of participants from selected township schools, and their self-reported experiences and perceptions may have been influenced by personal beliefs and professional experiences, limiting the generalisability of the findings to other educational contexts. The researcher also focused on specific township school settings where multilingual practices may differ from those in rural or urban schools.
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FIGURE 2: Confusion for language learners.
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TABLE 1: Details of educator participants.

Participant  Teaching experience ~ Grade taught Home language(s) Additional languages  School context Learner linguistic profile
(years)
Ms Mokoena 5 4 Sesotho English Township Primary School  Most learners spoke isiZulu, English, Sesotho and
some Shona

Mrs Bhengu 6 4 isizulu English Multilingual township Most learners spoke isiZulu, isiXhosa, Siswati and
school Sepedi

Mr Siwela 3 4 isizulu English Multilingual township Most learners spoke isiZulu, Sesotho and some
school English

Mr Shoba 5 5 isizulu English Multilingual township Most learners spoke isiZulu, isiXhosa, Sesotho,
school Setswana and some English

Ms Phungula 4 5 isizulu English Multilingual township Most learners spoke isiZulu, English, Sesotho and
school Sepedi

Ms Shabane 5 5 isizulu English Multilingual township Dominating languages were isiZulu, Setswana and

school

a bit of English
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FIGURE 1: The topic-by-language in the Grade 4 and Grade 5 mathematics document showing which concepts must be taught in English.





