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PROPOSAL FOR RAISING THE LEVELS OF ENGLISH PROFICIENCY OF NON-MOTHER-TONGUE STUDENTS IN SOUTH AFRICAN SCHOOLS

PROPOSAL FOR RAISING AWARENESS OF HIV/AIDS IN TERMS OF ITS CAUSES AND IMPACT ON INDIVIDUALS AND SOCIETY

Rationale for the combined proposal 

There are many and varied factors that constitute the education crisis currently experienced in South Africa.  Viewed from the perspective of learners, these include overcrowded classrooms, poor facilities, a major shortage of textbooks, underqualified and / or incompetent teachers, anti-social, often violent behaviour on school premises, and socio-economic factors such as poverty, broken homes, a lack of basic facilities at home and malnutrition.  Despite these genuine problems, even disadvantaged students do not lack intelligence or academic potential, i.e. the ability to learn even in the most adverse circumstances.  However, there is one factor, above all others, that constitutes the greatest barrier to learning and academic success.  That is the language barrier. 

All basic education is founded on literacy and numeracy, but language is the single most important factor on which successful learning depends.  It is the chief means of gaining knowledge:  we are able to read, listen, think, understand, ask questions and express what we know through language.  In South Africa, quite rightly, English is the medium of instruction at schools.  Unfortunately, more than 80% of students are not mother-tongue speakers of English.  Therein lies the essential problem (and mother-tongue instruction is NOT a viable option).

With the integration of schools that occurred in the 1990s, more African students have become exposed to English in their social environment, with a resultant improvement in fluency.  However, the vast majority of students are excluded from this privilege.  This problem is aggravated by the fact that students in townships and rural areas are seldom, if ever, exposed to English outside the classroom (and even in the classroom, the model of English provided by African teachers – when they choose to speak English rather than the mother-tongue – is flawed).  Language is a skill (rather than a set of knowledge), which can only be mastered through sustained exposure and practice, and students are seldom required to practise this skill by means of listening, speaking, reading or writing English.  In addition, the methods of teaching English used by non-mother-tongue teachers in African schools are stilted and ineffective, requiring monotonous repetition and the memorisation of rules and vocabulary.  In this regard, neither the training such teachers have received, nor the curricula, are sufficient to equip them to teach effectively, and, of course, textbooks are not available in these areas.

In the Foundation Phase, young students are taught basic English vocabulary and language functions, such as greeting, asking and answering questions, and expressing personal information.  In the Intermediate Phase, vocabulary is extended and fluency improved, but the essential problem emerges when a more advanced level of English is required (i.e. conceptual language) to understand subject matter taught through the medium of English, in areas such as mathematics and physical and social science.  At this stage, language ceases to be entirely concrete, and becomes increasingly abstract.  It is then that teachers fail to cope with this transition and learners flounder.  As a result, the language problems learners experience become barriers to learning in other contexts.  The problem is aggravated as learners proceed to higher grades where even greater demands are made of their limited English proficiency in terms of listening and reading 

comprehension and oral and written expression.  Increasingly, they are exposed to terminology and concepts for which there are no equivalents in their mother-tongue.  As a result, they resort to rote memorisation of information and there is no evidence of comprehension or learning.  At this stage, their lack of learning skills and limited English use combine to inhibit even low levels of academic performance – hence the sustained matriculation failure rate. 
The validity and urgency of this problem becomes apparent in discussions with African students at the FET phase.  Although their conversational English is fairly fluent, they are unable to cope with “academic English”, and their written expression is invariably so poor that it verges on the unintelligible.  This is undoubtedly the most urgent problem facing South African education, and it continues to be neglected. 

The second issue raised in this proposal appears to relate solely to health matters, but it impacts on all aspects of society, the economy, and on education. 
Youth educational programmes on HIV/AIDS prevention and responsible sexual behaviour are not succeeding.  Statistics regarding teenager views on sexual behaviour indicate that young people are becoming sexually active at an earlier age than before, sexual violence is on the increase, and 17% of teenagers polled said they would continue having unprotected sex even if they knew they were HIV positive.  Many did not believe condoms would prevent the transmission of disease, and 10% still believed that sex with a virgin could cure AIDS. 

People in rural areas are especially vulnerable.  To date, anti-AIDS campaigns have aimed at educating people on the causes of AIDS and how to avoid them, and the consequences of contracting an incurable disease.  This formal approach has had little effect.  Even in areas where people regularly die of AIDS, this visible evidence of suffering and death does not seem to be a deterrent.  Despite condoms being freely available, the attitude seems to be that of smokers with regard to getting cancer:  it won’t happen to me. 
This proposal is unique in that it attempts to address both crucial problems simultaneously in the form of an AIDS awareness / English proficiency programme at the Intermediate, Senior and FET phases of education. 
The need to supplement language curricula 

Given the crucial problem of language proficiency as the chief barrier to learning, an urgent need exists to supplement language curricula with structured interventions aimed at raising levels of English proficiency at each of the three education phases referred to above.  Current language curricula focus more on outcomes to be achieved at each grade, rather than on content, and not at all on how language outcomes are to be achieved by teachers (i.e. teaching methodology).  (It is assumed that qualified teachers have been trained to do this.)  Many teachers of English in townships and rural areas are not qualified, and even those that have qualifications on paper, have limited or no access to suitable materials.  Invariably, teachers write extracts from a single textbook  on the board, requiring pupils to copy these in their books.  In doing so: 

(i) a great deal of time is wasted that should be better spent

(ii) many errors are made in the dual copying process 

(iii) teachers generally are ill-equipped to explain what has been copied

(iv) learners are forced to repeat (“recite”) what has been copied, or they try to memorise it, or the “notes” are never used. 

Ultimately, very little, if anything, is achieved, as studies in language acquisition reveal that language is not learned in that way.  ( I am speaking from my considerable experience both of language 

teaching and of training African teachers and attending English lessons in townships and rural areas throughout the country.) 

What I am proposing is a radical shift in education policy only with regard to the crucial area of English teaching, for the reasons outlined above.  At the Intermediate, Senior and FET phases, existing English curricula have to be supplemented with prescriptive materials, provided by the Education Department, which comprise: 

(i) a suitable language learning text, that is sufficiently comprehensive to cover essential language usage and appropriate vocabulary 

(ii) precise, practical guidelines for English teachers regarding the optimal use of this text

(iii) carefully structured activities for learners, based solely on the text, to ensure language acquisition and proficiency.  These activities would culminate in examples of English usage in other subjects (e.g. mathematics, physical science, social sciences, etc.).  At the Senior and FET phases, the activities would increasingly focus on the use of conceptual English to overcome the primary barrier to successful learning.  
The texts and activities would need to be substantial enough to require 3-4 months’ intervention at each phase, and would serve as a practical and valuable basis for facilitating the outcomes contained in the existing curricula.  As all texts require a theme (and, in this context, one that is both interesting and relevant enough to hold the attention of learners at each phase), the story should involve contemporary characters, with whom learners can identify, facing the real threat of HIV/AIDS, its consequences, and impact on their lives.  Such a text (which I have written and tested in practice) would have many advantages. 

(i) It would address the issue of HIV/AIDS from a realistic and practical, rather than a clinical, perspective.  Through their identification with the characters and the context of the story, learners become involved in and react emotionally to the text and its important message, while simultaneously being exposed to and required to use basic and more advanced English. 
(ii) The explanations and guidelines for English teachers will empower them to understand English usage clearly and how to teach it, which, in turn, will equip them to cope more effectively with the English curricula as a whole.  

(iii) The structured activities for the learners comprise practical ways of raising their levels of English proficiency, extending their vocabulary, and, crucially, of expanding this knowledge to the more formal and abstract use of English in other subject contexts.

Let me anticipate five possible objections to this proposal. 

Objection 1: 
Supposedly “qualified” English teachers should know how to teach English as an additional language effectively.

They don’t.  Anyone who has been exposed to the methods and poor materials used in townships and rural areas would confirm this.  In addition, there is a very high percentage of unqualified English teachers, who are also poor language models for learners, in classrooms throughout the country.  The materials supplied, plus the user-friendly manuals for teachers, would serve as excellent in-service training, which does not require teachers to absent themselves from school to attend ineffectual, time-consuming and poorly presented workshops (as in the case of OBE training). 

Objection 2: 

It is not the responsibility of the Department of Education to provide such materials or manuals.  
Generally speaking this is true, but given the extent and crucial importance of this problem and the impact of the language barrier on academic performance, an exception needs to be made for English teaching.  This proposal has massive medium- to long-term implications for the quality of education and academic achievement in South Africa. 

Objection 3:  

It may be argued that existing textbooks could be used to address this problem.  Why go to the trouble and expense of writing new materials? 

No such textbooks exist, and even if they did, the problem of textbook availability or access has already been acknowledged.  That is why these materials have to be supplied by the Department of Education, and they have to be prescriptive.  What is being proposed is NOT a textbook, divided into chapters covering a range of English usage, using selected English texts from various sources.  The proposed materials would comprise the following: 
· A separate text specifically written for each of the three phases.  At each successive phase (Intermediate, Senior and FET), the text would be longer and more complex, requiring higher levels of English use, culminating in the use of conceptual English relevant to other subject contexts.  Each text would have an HIV/AIDS-related theme, but in addition it would address, in a meaningful and practical way, issues of emotional intelligence (e.g. maintaining a positive attitude in the face of adversity), moral values, and thinking strategies which could be used in problem situations, which are crucial life skills. 

· A clearly written, user-friendly manual for English teachers, that explains, step-by-step, how the materials and activities should be implemented.  All activities are obligatory, as they are structured to raise levels of proficiency from basic to intermediate to advanced language use.  In addition, explanations are provided specifically for teachers to enhance their understanding of English, as well as of how to teach it. Neither textbooks nor curricula cater for this need. 
· A set of structured exercises, involving listening, reading, speaking and writing, which provide clear and specific instructions to learners, with examples and explanations.  The purpose (or proposed outcome) of each set of exercises will also be provided.  The teacher’s manual will include model answers, where possible or necessary.  In addition, the written texts should be of a high literary standard so as to supplement the reading component of the English curricula.  (In many cases, it may be the only English texts – other than formal study texts – they have access to.)  At the higher levels, these exercises will be generalised to enhance an understanding of conceptual English in formal subject contexts. 

Objection 4:  

The financial implications for the education budget 

Given the vast sum of money spent (wasted?) over a decade in devising and revising OBE curricula, extensive in-service training at all levels for all teachers in OBE (training which absented teachers from school, cost tens of millions to organise, and which – given the failure of OBE and talk of abandoning the policy – proved ineffectual), this far more practical and feasible proposal, which addresses the core problem of education in the country, would cost a fraction of those costs.  Once written, the materials will be made available only to teachers and learners at each of the three phases (e.g. at grade 6,8 and 10 level).  The texts and activity materials should be returned on completion of each module and re-used by the next set of learners.  Teachers keep their manuals for re-use. 
The production of all the materials could be completed within a year.  The impact could therefore be felt in the short- to medium-term.  

Objection 5: 
Some (competent) teachers of English might object to the prescriptive use of these materials.

These materials are intended only for non-mother-tongue speakers of English and chiefly for use by learners in townships and rural areas.  (This constitutes the large majority of pupils.)  Even for teachers who claim to be coping (for which there is scant evidence), the availability of these materials would, in part, address the major shortage of textbooks, and would, at least, supplement the requirements of the curricula.  Clearly, the materials are not an attempt to replace the existing curricula, as they are implemented at only three stages of education:  grades 6,8 and 10, and then only for part of the year (3-4 months).  There is no doubt that such an initiative would be greatly welcomed by the vast majority of English teachers who are currently unable to cope. 
Personal background and expertise 

This proposal is the product of my extensive experience of English second language teaching, teacher training and related research.  The following information should land credence to the proposal. 

· I qualified as an English teacher (B.A. Honours in English) and taught English as a second language for six years at secondary school level.  

· I lectured on English second language teaching at college and university level for twenty-five years, i.e. to primary and secondary school teachers.  

· I researched second language teaching extensively, and published widely on the topic.  I addressed national and international conferences on second language teaching, including two TESOL conferences (Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages). 

· I was editor of an accredited journal on second language teaching

· I set the English Second Language Matriculation examination paper in two provinces for many years (including the “independent” Transkei, where I was fully exposed to “African” English). 

· I ran in-service training workshops on English teaching for African teachers throughout the country.

· I have run several programmes for isiZulu-speaking students at grade 10 level in rural areas of KwaZulu/Natal.

· My doctoral dissertation focused on providing academic support (particularly English language skills) for African tertiary students. 

· I have done extensive research on teaching critical thinking skills in an academic context, and more recently on the role of emotional intelligence in education. 

· I have already written a text – of the kind referred to in this proposal – with an AIDS theme, and tested it in the context of English teaching to rural African students. 
· I have a genuine concern for the plight of African learners in the current educational crisis facing South Africa, especially regarding the impact the language barrier has on overall academic performance.  

Conclusion 

I would appreciate the opportunity to elucidate this proposal in person and to address any questions that may be raised.  I may be contacted at 031 266 3211 or 082 894 7673 or at johan@leadersinlearning.co.za
Dr J.J. Swartz 
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