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In the study reported on here, we focused on the use of English as language of learning and teaching (LoLT) for isiXhosa-
speaking Foundation Phase learners in a historically disadvantaged school in the Western Cape, South Africa. It was a
qualitative case study within an interpretive research paradigm. We used focus groups and interviews for data collection and
conducted thematic analysis for the qualitative findings. The participants were 12 Foundation Phase learners (6 females and
6 males aged 7-9 years), 8 female Foundation Phase teachers (aged 29-56 years) and 12 parents/caregivers (aged 29-57
years). The results from this study show that isiXhosa-speaking Foundation Phase learners growing up in historically
disadvantaged areas and attending disadvantaged schools experience several barriers to learning. The barriers to learning
investigated included exposure to isiXhosa as primary language, psychological-social barriers, English as language barrier to
teaching and learning and a lack of parental involvement and support.
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Introduction

As a result of political, socio-economic and educational transformation after 1994, classrooms in South Africa
that have previously accommodated learners exclusively from certain homogeneous groups have undergone
major changes with regard to learner populations. South African society has become more open and social
relations have become less formal (Engelbrecht, Green & Naicker, 1999). However, South African classrooms
are no longer as homogeneous as they used to be. Classrooms now host learners of all races, who speak different
languages, who have different learning styles, who are at different developmental and intellectual levels, and
who are from different socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds, and so on (Alexander, 2010).

Many forums and conferences were held at national and international level promoting the discourse on
inclusive education. In 1992 the National Education Coordinating Committee (NECC), working on the basis of
a broadly democratic non-racial principle, set about developing proposals for reforming the formal education
system into a unitary system of education (NECC, 1997). In addition, the Salamanca Statement on principles,
policy and practice in special education (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
[UNESCOQ], 1994) proclaimed that regular schools with an inclusive orientation were the most effective means
of combating discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities, building an inclusive society and
achieving education for all. The Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994) further decreed that it was beneficial to
implement inclusive education in mainstream schools, as it developed cultural awareness, tolerance and
communication skills in learners.

The Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994) resulted in reforming the South African education system to
become more inclusive and beneficial to all, with emphasis on an education system of formal and informal
support. Similarly, in Education White Paper 6, it is acknowledged that the early years of a child’s life are
critical for the acquisition of language (Department of Education [DoE], 2001). Young children learn best
through communication by using meaningful social activities to interact with their environment. Education
White Paper 6 (DoE, 2001) clearly stipulates that learners who experience barriers to learning in mainstream
education classrooms needed to be supported in various ways (DoE, 2001:26). Effective management policy,
planning and monitoring capacity to guide and support the development of an inclusive education and training
system (DoE, 2001:46) are thus very important for its success.

Despite the measures taken by the DoE to ensure equal, accessible and quality learning opportunities for
all learners, many learners still experience barriers to learning because they do not receive the attention or the
support that they need in the classroom (Ladbrook, 2009). However, Education White Paper 6 (DoE, 2001)
acknowledges that in an inclusive education system all learners can learn and need support. This implies that
education structures, systems and learning methodologies should be designed to meet the needs of all learners.
This constitutes a challenge for all teachers, as they need to address cultural and language differences in the
mediation of the curriculum within the classroom and need support in overcoming these challenges. The success
of inclusive education is largely dependent on the support received from teachers, parents and the community.
Parental and community support generates a sense of belonging and a feeling of trust that comes from shared
experiences. Walton (2011:243) emphasises the role of the community and parents in supporting inclusion,
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which is characterised by Ubuntu, an ancient Afri-
can word meaning “humanity to others.” This Afri-
can philosophy of being emphasises cooperation in
sharing and understanding: “lI am because we are,
or I am fully human in relationship with others.”
Mukuna (2013) asserts that in the South African
context the idea of Ubuntu is cited in various texts
as a unique indigenous form of being in community
with others. The South African democratic society
promotes diversity, which in turn promotes an in-
clusive educational system. Diversity highlights
both the strength and tolerance of the community
and parents, and the elements of caring, sharing
and acceptance. The continuous development and
growth of diversity, especially in minority lan-
guages in disadvantaged communities, largely de-
pends on the acceptance levels of the majority to-
wards the less developed official languages of the
minority (Crystal, 2012).

IsiXhosa-speaking learners in South Africa
are members of one minority-language group and
they experience challenges in classes where Eng-
lish is the LOLT. Although learners should become
proficient in English, the language used in the
world of work, isiXhosa learners develop their
identity in terms of culture, behaviour and attitudes,
and gain a sense of belonging through isiXhosa.

As mentioned above, the environment in
South African classrooms has become diverse. This
is because learners from diverse backgrounds are in
the same class — learners who experience educa-
tional barriers, highly advanced learners, learners
who under achieve, learners from diverse economic
backgrounds and learners with a preferred mode of
learning. These factors highlight the responsibility
of the Department of Education and parents to ad-
dress the barriers to learning that some of the dis-
advantaged isiXhosa-speaking learners experience
in  English-medium classrooms (Owen-Smith,
2010). These disadvantaged learners often do not
receive support for learning at home. Many of them
come from poverty-stricken backgrounds and suf-
fer from malnutrition. As a result, they already lag
in the development of their first language. They
thus may not have the spoken language skills in
their first language that are required to develop
reading with comprehension and creative writing
skills (Navsaria, Pascoe & Kathard, 2011; Prinsloo,
2011).

Section 29 (2) of the Constitution or the Re-
public of South Africa (1996), stipulates that all
South Africans have the right to be educated in the
official language of their choice where that educa-
tion is reasonably practical (DoE, 1997). However,
laws enacted to encourage equity and tolerance of
diversity are now becoming conflicting and con-
tribute to barriers to learning for learners, whose
primary language is not English, in English-
medium classrooms.

There is thus a need to address these chal-
lenges that isiXhosa-speaking learners are experi-
encing, because the South African policy on inclu-
sive education is based on providing education that
is appropriate to the needs of all learners regardless
of their origins, backgrounds or circumstances
(Donald, Lazarus & Lolwana, 2006). South Africa
needs to invest in an education system that benefits
all its people, but which should also be effective
and competitive in the global market.

It is important to consider that the high levels
of investment in human capital and a strong educa-
tion system are drivers of economic growth. Inves-
tors are not interested in poor human capital result-
ing from learning barriers that have not been over-
came. Many first-world countries like Germany
and Japan can attribute much of their economic
success to the heavy investment in human capital
(Kim, 2014). South Africa’s current level of spend-
ing on public education relative to the gross domes-
tic product (GDP) is well above the global average.
Investment in training has grown significantly
since the implementation of the Skills Develop-
ment Act (Republic of South Africa, 1998) and the
Skills Development Levies Act (Republic of South
Africa, 1999). However, in spite of the high level
of investment in human capital in terms of educa-
tion and training, South Africa still has a very high
drop-out and failure rate in primary and high
schools (Alexander, 2010). South Africa’s invest-
ment in human capital does not seem very effective
in driving its economy to a competitive global
market level. Despite the high level of investment
in education and training, only half of South Afri-
can learners who registered for Grade 1 in 2003
progressed to Grade 12 (Spaull, 2015). Based on
the results of the Progress in International Reading
Literacy Study (PIRLS), the Department of Educa-
tion acknowledges that South African children are
not able to read at expected levels and are unable to
execute tasks that demonstrate key skills associated
with literacy (Rule & Land, 2017; Spaull, 2015).
Many learners drop out of school because the bar-
riers to learning that they experience are not ad-
dressed. This is one of the most important chal-
lenges for human resource development in South
Africa. South Africa needs to prioritise a strategy
for the supply of people who possess priority skills
needed to achieve accelerated growth in order to be
competitive in the global market. One such skill is
proficiency in English, on which meaningful global
participation depends.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to investigate the
barriers to learning that isiXhosa-speaking learners
in the Foundation Phase experienced in classes
where English was used as LoLT. This study was
guided by the following research question: “What
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are the barriers to learning that Foundation Phase
isiXhosa-speaking learners are experiencing in an
English-medium classroom?”

Method

Research Design

A research design is a logical strategy for gathering

evidence about knowledge (De Vos, 2005:389).

McMillan and Schumacher (2006:9) define re-

search methodology as the ways in which one col-

lects and analyses data. These methods have been
developed for acquiring knowledge through credi-
bility, transferability and dependability procedures.

This study was a qualitative case study within an

interpretivist research paradigm. Interpretivist re-

searchers tend to endow feelings, events and social
circumstances with meaning (Terre Blanche, Dur-

rheim & Painter, 2006).

According to Neill (2007 in Yin, 2011:188),
the key points of qualitative research are:

e The aim is a complete, detailed description.

e The design emerges as the study unfolds.

e The researcher is the data gathering instrument.

e Subjective individual interpretation of events is
important, e.g. uses participant observation, in-depth
interviews, etc.

o Data are in the form of words, pictures or objects.

e Qualitative data are more “rich,” time consuming,
and less able to be generalised.

e The researcher tends to become subjectively im-
mersed in the subject manner.

A case study design is ideal for this type of re-

search because it focuses on context and the lives

and experiences of participants (De Wet, 2010).

The case study uses multiple sources of evidence as

this makes its findings more creditable and authen-

tic (Yin, 2003). We used the qualitative approach
to investigate and make meaning of the growing
frustration stemming from isiXhosa-speaking

Foundation Phase learners’ challenges in English-

medium classrooms in Western Cape schools.

Participants and Setting

The sample for this study was purposively drawn
from a population at a historically disadvantaged
primary school situated in a disadvantaged area in
the Western Cape. South African primary schools
provide formal education to children from 6 to ap-
proximately 13 years. This particular school was
chosen because it was known for the diversity of
languages, cultures, and socio-economic back-
grounds of its learners. Pilot studies with small
groups were conducted to ensure that the questions
in the guidelines for the interviews delivered au-
thentic responses.

The participants in the study were 12 Founda-
tion Phase learners (six females and six males aged
7-9), 12 parents/caregivers (of the Foundation
Phase learners), and eight Foundation Phase teach-

ers (aged 29-57 years) with various levels of quali-
fications and experience. All learner participants
had isiXhosa as their primary language and used
English as LoLT. All teacher participants had been
trained to teach through the mediums of English
and Afrikaans.

Research Instruments

We conducted two focus group interviews (one
with parents and one with teachers) and individual
interviews with the Foundation Phase learners. A
focus group interview entails that a researcher in-
terviews several participants simultaneously, while
an individual interview entails that each participant
is interviewed individually (Leedy & Ormrod,
2010). We used the focus groups to interview Eng-
lish-speaking Foundation Phase teachers, some of
whom were also fluent in Afrikaans (speaking and
writing), and isiXhosa-speaking parents, some of
whom were also fluent in English (speaking and
writing).

The focus group interviews varied from 1 to 2
hours and were held at the school. Individual
interviews with learners lasted about 30 minutes.
Participants were interviewed more than once to
ensure the reliability and validity of the data. On
this basis, we established some level of rapport
with the participants during the first meeting, at
which the aim of the research was explained. Par-
ticipants were interviewed in a familiar, natural,
friendly, educational environment. To facilitate the
individual interview process, the researchers con-
ducted semi-structured interviews with all learners.
These interviews included some unstructured ques-
tions evolving from the interchange between the
researchers and each participant, obviously directly
relating to the challenges that isiXhosa-speaking
learners experience in English-medium classrooms.

The focus group interviews were very useful
because they allowed a space in which the partici-
pants with similar interests and concerns were giv-
en the opportunity to express their opinions about
how they viewed the challenges that their children
or learners were experiencing in the English-
medium classroom. We ensured that the discussion
was not dominated by certain individuals and that
each participant in the focus group played an active
role in contributing to the discussion. We conduct-
ed two focus groups (see Table 1) in order to en-
sure the validity and reliability of the data. We also
employed interpreters to translate the isiXhosa and
Afrikaans into English to ensure that the partici-
pants understood all the points being raised.

Interviews were chosen as method because of
the validity and reliability of the data it produced
and the benefits of face-to-face interviews to in-
crease the validity and reliability of the responses
(Alshengeeti, 2014; Bolderston, 2012).
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Table 1 Key points of individual interviews and
focus groups (Salie, 2017)

Individual interviews Focus groups

Avre appropriate for Rely on the dynamics of

topics that might be group interaction

sensitive to people

Individual in-depth Group interaction may

interviews generate data  facilitate an exchange of

in one-on-one settings ideas and information that
stimulates group members’
thinking and allows them
to build on each other’s
ideas

It may place informants It may limit new ideas and

in a one-on-one position  information to be shared

to explain themselves by the group

Ethical Considerations

Actions and competence of researchers

De Vos (2005:63) states that much research is un-
dertaken in South Africa across cultural boundaries
but emphasises and notes that people do not take
the time to get to know and respect one another’s
cultural customs and norms. In order to obtain the
proper co-operation and respect from participants,
we researched the participants’ culture and customs
and discerned how participants might perceive
them. We also made concerted efforts to under-
stand and respect the interviewed participants’ cul-
tures and customs in an effort to understand the
meanings people give to their experiences, culture
and customs. We tried to ensure that the analysis of
the data collected would be beneficial, not only
directly to the research participants, but more
broadly to other researchers and society in general.
By asking broad questions that allowed the partici-
pants to answer in their own words we tried to
qualify their understanding through further probing
questions. In addition, the interviews allowed the
researchers to observe the participants’ behaviour,
which inevitably increased the reliability and the
validity of this study.

We hoped that this study would be beneficial
to participants whose primary language was not the
LOLT, and to teachers who taught in a language
different from the learners’ primary language. Fur-
thermore, we hoped that the outcome of this re-
search would serve as some form of guidance to
parents in making informed decisions before enrol-
ling their children in schools where the LOLT was
not their primary language.

Ethical Clearance

Ethical clearance was obtained from the University
of the Western Cape (UWC) and the Western Cape
Education Department (WCED). Participants were

informed in detail about the nature and objectives
of the research. As the learner participants were
under 18 years of age, informed consent to partici-
pate in this study was obtained from their parents
or legal guardians. The actual names of the partici-
pants and their educational institutions were substi-
tuted with pseudonyms to ensure anonymity.

Data Analysis and Interpretation

The data were analysed by using a thematic
framework proposed by Ritchie and Lewis (2003).
This framework was used to classify and organise
data according to key themes, concepts and emer-
gent categories. Each category was divided into
sub-categories as the data were analysed. Relation-
ships among the categories were established
through discovering patterns in the data. We used
triangulation, which is cross-validation among data
sources and data-collection strategies (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2006:374). To find regularities in the
data, we compared different sources (parents,
teachers and learners), and adopted two methods
(interviews with individual learners and focus
groups with parents and teachers). At the same
time, we looked for discrepancies and negative
evidence that might modify or refute a pattern. The
developed patterns and themes were then used to
report the experiences of the participants. The ano-
nymity of the participants was protected by the use
of pseudonyms in the presentation of the results.

Results and Discussion

Data collected in this study show that many
isiXhosa-speaking Foundation Phase learners who
grow up in historically disadvantaged areas and
attend disadvantaged schools experience several
barriers to learning. These include exposure to
isiXhosa communication, psychological-social bar-
riers, cognitive ability challenges, English as lan-
guage barrier to learning and teaching, and a lack
of parental involvement and support.

Participants’ Comments Regarding English as

Language of Learning and Teaching (LoLT)

Focus groups

Table 2 Verbatim quotes by the participants
regarding English as LOLT (Salie, 2017)

Teacher Il “Yes, they do struggle with English.”

Teacher VI “English is foreign to them ...”

Teacher VIl “You can quickly see that English is not
their mother tongue.”

Parent C “My child goes to our neighbour to ask
for help with his homework.”

Parent H “His English is not right.”

Parent K “My child reads a lot of wrong words,

when he reads to me ...”
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Individual interviews
Table 3 Verbatim quotes by the participants
regarding English as LoLT (Salie, 2017)

Learner A “English is nice ... It’s nice for
schoolwork ... not for talking ...”

Learner D “I like my teacher because she speak nice
English.”

Learner F “My teacher say it’s okay if I speak
wrong English ... I must just speak.”

Learner G “I must speak English in class if | want to
learn English.”

Learner H “My teacher say it’s okay if [ make
mistakes ... .”

Learner J “I want to learn good English ... .”

Exposure to IsiXhosa as Primary Language

The participating learners experienced learning
barriers because their home language was isiXhosa
and the LoLT was English (see Table 2). Many of
the participating learners experienced cognitive
challenges because of their limited proficiency in
English, which was exacerbated by a home envi-
ronment where limited reading material in English
was available. Some of the participants even expe-
rienced cognitive stress — not because of lower per-
formance — but because of their limited English
proficiency as a result of a lack of exposure to Eng-
lish in their homes. Through observations and ac-
cess to learners’ daily writing materials, tasks and
assessments, we noted that many of the participat-
ing learners experienced difficulties in reading with
comprehension. They were therefore unable to ar-
ticulate their responses due to their limited English
vocabulary and sequencing, grammatical errors in
writing and speaking, and difficulties in following
and understanding class discussions (see Table 3).
In addition, some learners experienced a feeling of
isolation in communicating their concerns and
views in English. This again led to some of them
experiencing anxiety in speaking and reading. This
was determined during interviews with the teachers
and parents.

You can sense their anxiety especially when they

must read from the board ... They struggle with

pronunciation which leads to grammatical errors
and understanding ... we say bad (naughty) but

they say bed (furniture) ... this gives the sentence a

total different meaning ... . (Teacher I1)

Saito, Horwitz and Garza (1999) indicate that read-
ing in a second language provokes anxiety in some
learners who receive instruction in their second-
language. They determined that learners’ reading
anxiety increased in line with their perceptions of
the difficulty of reading in a second language.
These results were based on research conducted on
a sample of 383 French, Japanese and Russian
learners in foreign language reading.

We noted that the more anxious the isiXhosa-
speaking learners became, the worse their perfor-
mance in English was. They either stuttered, re-
peated the question, paused for long periods or just
kept quiet. Their lack of proficiency in spoken Eng-

lish constrained them in expressing themselves
freely. The learners also tended to suppress infor-
mation. This led to poor test performances and an
inability to perform in class — especially in verbal
assessments, which contributed to teachers’ inaccu-
rate assessments.

A great deal of research has been conducted
to compare the academic performances of learners
who were taught in their mother tongue with those
taught in a foreign language (English) (Brock-Utne,
2005; Desai, 2003; Langenhoven, 2005). The find-
ings indicate that there was a positive influence in
the use of a learners’ mother tongue in education in
terms of cognitive and affective development,
which is similar to Govender’s (2010) findings
with isiZulu-speaking learners. These findings in-
dicate that isiZulu-speaking learners experienced
major problems, including difficulty in using pro-
nouns in sentences, and that they did not interact
sufficiently or become involved with more compe-
tent speakers of English (Govender, 2010), which
contributed to their limited vocabulary and gram-
mar. According to Govender (2010) participating
isiZulu-speaking learners had a limited ability to
understand the messages that they heard in English,
because they were unfamiliar with the use of Eng-
lish vocabulary.

Psychological-Social Barriers

During the interviews we found that participants
experienced psychological-social barriers because
they were afraid that they would expose their
weakness in English, which would label them
negatively. These were caused by anxiety and a
lack of motivation because of emotions such as fear
and nervousness that blurred their thinking and
resulted in them failing to organise the message to
be communicated. When a message is not organ-
ised properly, it cannot be conveyed effectively,
which leads to miscommunication. The results
from this study indicate that such anxiety and a
lack of motivation are related to the use of English
as LOLT. It was found that the isiXhosa-speaking
Foundation Phase learners were experiencing anxi-
ety because of a fear of making grammatical mis-
takes and answering questions incorrectly. The
learners’ anxiety stemmed from a desire not to
make mistakes when answering questions because
their answers were under scrutiny. The learners
also experienced reading anxiety when they were
asked to read aloud. The learners felt exposed and
isolated when their use of English was the focus of
attention. One teacher participant remarked as fol-
lows: “Yes, they feel isolated because they are too
afraid of being snubbed at” (Teacher II).

Blease and Condy (2014) agree that anxiety,
insecurity, a lack of motivation and passive learn-
ing are psychological-social factors at play in the
language usage of learners in classrooms. In addi-
tion, Nomlomo’s (2007) comparative study reveals
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self-esteem as a psychological factor that could
affect isiXhosa learners when learning English.

English as Language Barrier to Teaching and
Learning

The transcripts from participants’ responses
demonstrate that English was a language barrier to
teaching and learning in the Foundation Phase.

Some of the participating parents acknowl-
edged that English was a language barrier to learn-
ing and believed that their children’s academic per-
formance could have been better had they been
taught in isiXhosa. Parents suggested that the
school could help their children to navigate their
new environment and bridge their learning at
school by applying the experiences that they
brought from home. Parents argued that this may
assist learners to build confidence, to make sugges-
tions, ask and answer questions, and create and
communicate new knowledge in their mother
tongue. However, parents also argued that learning
always started at home in the child’s home lan-
guage and that this played a vital role in their
child’s life. The parents stated that the mother
tongue was important to understand their culture,
history and religion. They emphasised that children
who were unaware of their culture, language and
history might lose their self-confidence. The use of
the mother tongue in early education of learners
leads to a better understanding of the curriculum
content and to a more positive attitude towards
school. It further helps them to affirm their cultural
identity, which in turn has a positive impact on the
way they learn. The use of learners” mother tongue
in the classroom promotes a better transition be-
tween home and school.

Consequently, when learners start school in a
language that they still have to learn, it suppresses
their potential and eagerness to express themselves
freely. It dampens the spirit, inhibits their creativi-
ty, and makes their early learning experience un-
pleasant. Unfortunately, this negatively affects their
learning outcome at a very young age. As a result,
parents are aware of the poorer academic perfor-
mance of their children and suggested that the
school should prepare and allow the children to
receive their education in their mother tongue,
isiXhosa. One teacher explained as follows: “They
are so young, yet they never give up trying”
(Teacher 111).

All participants indicated that the learners
were motivated to learn and be taught in English as
a second language. One teacher illustrated as fol-
lows: “They are so motivated and eager to master
English at such a young age” (Teacher V).

These results correlate with those of previous
studies, which reported that motivation was identi-
fied as one of the key factors in the process of ac-
quisition and achievement and attainment of a sec-
ond language (Cheng & Dérnyei, 2007).

The results from this study show that most of
the participating parents played a big role in en-
couraging their children to start learning in English.
The majority of South African parents prefer that
their children are taught in English (Alexander,
2010). This is because many South Africans con-
sider English to be a major international language
(Madileng, 2007). As a result, many South African
parents feel that it is crucial that their children de-
velop the ability to read, write and listen with un-
derstanding, and speak English in order to develop
to their full potential (Madileng, 2007). The em-
phasis on English is essential for people in the non-
English speaking world. English language profi-
ciency means opportunities, better jobs, higher sal-
aries and the ability to be able to compete globally
(Egan & Farley, 2004). Data from the parents’ fo-
cus group interviews and learners’ individual inter-
views indicate that the participants regarded Eng-
lish as a superior language for teaching and learn-
ing.

: “English is good for good jobs” (Parent B).

“My child must learn good English to study so that

he can get a good job” (Parent F).

“English is the language of the world ... the lan-

guage of opportunity” (Parent J).

“English is good for learning. If you can do Eng-

lish, you can go to university” (Learner B).

“I study English so that | can buy a house for my

family ... a real big house” (Learner K).

A Lack of Parental Involvement and Support Limit
Learning
All the teacher participants in this study agreed that
a lack of parental involvement and support limited
learning. However, most of the teachers felt that it
was not their responsibility to involve parents in
the learners’ learning, but that of the school man-
agement team. They indicated that it was very dif-
ficult to change the behaviour and attitudes of
adults. The teachers also felt that they were already
overloaded with work and did thus not have the
time to teach parents how to support and guide
their children to develop academically. This was a
clear indication that most parents were not actively
involved in supporting their children’s academic
development. Nomlomo (2007) argues that parental
involvement is related to the parents’ own compe-
tency and literacy. Nomlomo’s (2007) comparative
study revealed that parental involvement was more
evident in the case of learners who were taught in
isiZulu than for those learners who were taught in
English. This indicated the link between parental
proficiency and learners’ effective language acqui-
sition. It allowed the parents to assist their children
with schoolwork. Parents who lacked such compe-
tence in English could obviously not assist their
children with their homework.

Most of the parents indicated a need for sup-
port and mentioned that the school should reach out
to them to guide then in making wise, informed
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decisions on how to support their children to
achieve academic success. These parents were
looking for specific ways to become involved and
help their children.

According to Delgado-Gaitan (1990), second-
language literacy acquisition activities at home
were encouraged by preschool teachers in the Unit-
ed States of America (USA) in the 1990s. Ladky
and Stagg Peterson (2008) studied 21 immigrant
parents of various educational levels, 61 teachers
and 32 principals. They reported on various suc-
cessful ways of helping children to excel academi-
cally in classes where the LoLT was not their home
language by involving their parents. The parents
played a crucial role in aiding their children to be-
come successful, independent learners.

Conclusion and Limitations, Findings and
Future Research

Based on prior and informal research and observa-
tions of learning in the Foundation Phase, disad-
vantaged South African learners with learning defi-
cits in the Foundation Phase is becoming a big
problem. Learners in disadvantaged schools with a
lack of parental support and guidance fall further
and further behind, which leads to a situation where
remediation is almost impossible. The problem is
that the gap between what learners should know
and what they do know grows bigger and bigger as
they progress at school. The learning deficits ac-
quired early in children’s school careers become so
big that it is difficult for them to catch up. This
leads to failure and adds to an already high drop-
out rate later in school.

Best practices from other countries with simi-
lar economic and educational backgrounds should
be researched, modified and designed to fit the
context of South African schools. The curriculum
should aim at developing well-rounded, literate,
thinking, caring and skilled adults while actively
helping to encourage diversity and gradually ac-
commodating English as LoLT. This process
should start in the Foundation Phase using learners’
primary language to unlock the curricula. It is well
known that learners’ learning increases when par-
ents are invited to help learners at home and sup-
porting and volunteering at school. Having enlisted
parents’ involvement, teachers and administrators
can obtain a valuable support system by creating a
team working towards each child’s success. Par-
ents’ and teachers’ consultation and collaboration
can create a climate for the maximum realisation of
a learner’s potential. When parents, families and
community members are involved with schools, all
children benefit. Adult participation indicates that
school is important and that the work children do is
worthy of adult attention, support and involvement.
Effective communication with families and com-
munities means that the school values the support
that families give their children. Schools will thus

produce learners who will be better prepared to
acquire not only knowledge, but also the attitudes
and skills to interact positively and productively
with people in a diverse democratic South African
society.

Some limitations were encountered during
this study. The research focused on the experiences
of isiXhosa-speaking Foundation Phase learners;
this seemed to exclude possible barriers experi-
enced by Foundation Phase speakers of other lan-
guages. The influence of correlational dimensions
such as school location and poor-quality schools,
and how these influence learners’ capacity were not
investigated.

For future research we recommend a compar-
ative study on the use of curriculum adaptation
strategies and how they would be employed in a
linguistically and culturally diverse classroom. It
should also be researched how South African
schools can reach out to parents to create culturally
aware school-family partnerships to reduce cultural
discontinuities, create diverse learning opportuni-
ties, improve ethnic and racial perceptions and atti-
tudes, and foster inter-ethnic friendships that en-
hance learning. The way in which South African
schools can provide parents with the necessary
materials and activities that are adapted to accom-
modate the needs of families from different cultural
backgrounds, enhance parental involvement and
support and reduce the challenges that children
experience in English-medium classrooms should
also be researched.
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