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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
 

�!�������
"�������������������
The movement of people from their traditional home spaces to ‘new homes’ has become a 

norm in the post-modern world (Blommaert, 2010).  There have been mainly two types of 

mobility: transnational and trans-local. Transnational mobility is whereby people move from 

one country to relocate in another country. Trans-local mobility is whereby people move 

from one place in a country to relocate in another place in the same country (Blommaert, 

2010). At each of these movement blocks, people simultaneously lose shades of their lan-

guages. There has been new sight of linguistic contacts between communities that were sepa-

rated from one another.  In these new environments, the merger of old and new ways of 

communicating become a logical consequence and new sights of linguistic and identity nego-

tiation arise.  Under these circumstances, there have been mergers of language varieties to the 

extent that it increasingly becomes difficult to distinguish one language from another. Post-

modern scholars (e.g., Garcia, 2009; Creese & Blackledge, 2010; Hornberger, 2004) refer to 

the process of utilizing linguistic dispositions in this context as ‘languaging’ to reflect high 

levels of fluidity and mobility of language systems across traditional language boundaries.        

 

These fluid, hybrid and flexible ways of using languages have raised concerns on how the 

children who are born into these environments acquire literacy (see, for example, Makalela, 

2014). One might want to know how reading develops for children whose mother tongue is 

none of the languages used in the classroom. One might also want to know if the issue of 

mother tongue is relevant among such children. Controversies are therefore bound to arise 

concerning the best way for children in these situations to acquire literacy, the best medium 

of literacy for them and what sort of theories about first and second language apply in these 

particular contexts. Thus the closing of boundaries among languages has spurred curiosity on 

the future language policies. 

 

There is a huge debate and controversy in the fields of Socio-linguistics and Psycholinguis-

tics concerning the best way to acquire literacy in the 21st century, a century characterized by 

massive fluidity and hybridity among languages. There are two opposing schools of thought 

concerning the issue. The first school of thought comprises monoliteracy advocates such as 
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Porter (1990) and Glaze and Cummins (1985) who view language and literacy from a mono-

glossic stance and support educational and language policies that promote practices that en-

courage learning to read and write in only one language. Contrary to this dominant thought, 

the post-modern view of language and literacy by scholars such as Hornberger (1990 ; 2000), 

Garcia (2009), Makalela (2012; 2013) advocates for opening up implementation and ideolog-

ical spaces for the massive fluidity and hybridity among languages to which thousands of to-

day’s children are exposed. These scholars argue that, the 21st century scenario demands that 

literacy be acquired in two or more languages if education is to help the present and future 

generations keep pace with the dynamic and diverse century.  

 

The conflicting arguments of these two contrasting schools of thought continue to stimulate 

systematic inquiry on the best ways to acquire literacy in the 21st century.  Despite the appar-

ent language hybridity in the world, most countries are still caught up in the trend of using 

monolingual practices (which are practices that encourage acquiring literacy through one lan-

guage) in multilingual spaces, (see, for example, Hornberger, 2004; Garcia, 2009). However, 

the concept of acquiring literacy through one language has come under scrutiny with more 

scholars advocating for the great need to expand our understanding of development reading 

literacy from a stance that prefers biliteracy or acquiring literacy in two languages. Taken to-

gether, there is a substantial body of research which proves the irrelevancy of monoliteracy in 

the 21st century. 

 

Adamson and Darling-Hammond (2013, p.116) remind us that “bilingual and dual language 

education is NOT a program of the past, it is the ONLY program for the future and here’s 

why: monolingualism and monoliteracy is the illiteracy of the 21st century.”  What this im-

plies is that the monolingual practices of the past can no longer equip today’s children with 

the skills they might need for the new global economy. In spite of the apparent need for 

biliteracy in education systems, many children still learn literacy in just one language because 

their schools do not provide reading instructions in their home languages. Framed in this 

light, the need for a comprehensive understanding of biliteracy becomes more compelling.  

 

Since the new socio-political dispensation of 1994, South Africa has experienced massive 

migrations both within and outside its borders giving rise to high fluidity among historical 

language boundaries and this has resulted in complex multilingualism in the country (Ma-

kalela, 2013). South African schools are drastically changing and are becoming more diverse 
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in terms of learner population than they were before. Many schools in the country which tra-

ditionally had to serve one particular African language speaking community, where the 

schools would be located are now continuously being faced with the challenge to admit 

learners with home languages different from the communities’ which the schools serve.  In 

this context, some of the learners find themselves having to receive academic instructions in a 

language which is different from their mother tongue.  Faced with a wide divergent learner 

population in terms of home languages, promoting monolingualism and monoliteracy in these 

schools could be detrimental to the development of the learners’ literacy skills.  

 

The emergence of biliteracy development as a need for the South African education system 

has drawn attention in the last decade and has merited a systematic enquiry.  Such a focus is 

spurred by the linguistic and cultural diversity that characterize the South African classrooms. 

Research on biliteracy in South Africa takes a cue from the works of Pretorius (2004) and 

Makalela (2012). These studies looked at development reading literacy for biliteracy devel-

opment of learners reading in their mother tongue and English. Although some research (Ma-

kalela, 2012; Matjila & Pretorius, 2005; Paran & Williams, 2007; Pretorius & Ribbens, 2005; 

Van Rooyen & Pretorius, 2013) has been done around reading in home languages and read-

ing for biliteracy development, research has overlooked investigating the need in reading for 

biliteracy development of children who have an intervening language between their home 

language and the Language of Learning and Teaching (hereafter LoLT). In South Africa, alt-

hough primary (home) language instruction in the first four years of formal education is en-

couraged by the education ministry, the language policy of each school and the choice of 

LoLT are left to the governing bodies of schools. Under these circumstances, therefore, most 

of the children in South Africa are caught in the predicament of learning literacy in a school’s 

home language and LoLT different from their own mother tongue, a situation where there is 

no match among the three languages: the school’s home language, the school’s LoLT and the 

child’s mother tongue. It is against this backdrop that the current study seeks to investigate 

reading trajectories of learners who read in two languages that are not their ‘home languages’ 

as a case in point for literacy of migration and complex multilingualism. 
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�!�������������	������������
As I have pointed out earlier, reading in more than one language for literacy development is 

drawing increased attention among scholars in the field of Sociolinguistics and Psycholin-

guistics. Towards the end of the 19th century and much of the 20th century, researchers, edu-

cators and language policy planners considered bilingualism as an evil to the society as it was 

believed to slow down cognitive development (Makalela, 2012). However, in the 21st, charac-

terized by an intensification of world-wide social interactions, high fluidity and hybridity 

among languages, bilingualism has become the norm. Looking at this century’s younger gen-

eration, it can be realized that many of them grow up speaking two or more languages and, as 

a result have unique challenges in negotiating literacy skills. Unless there is more empirical 

and theoretical research on reading literacy development for biliterate or even multi-literate 

development, many children in the 21st century will remain disadvantaged by the education 

systems and language policies that maintain monologist practices. 

 

In Africa, minimal research attention has been directed toward biliterate development and as 

a result, research on reading literacy has always come from the “north” focusing only on Eng-

lish as noted by Makalela (2012). Matjila and Pretorius (2004) also report that the few studies 

on reading in African languages and on the relationship between African languages and Eng-

lish, show little development of reading proficiency in home languages but reflect the high 

dominance of English in literacy development. 

 

In South Africa, a number of studies which include Makalela (2012), Paran and Williams 

(2007) and Pretorius and Ribbens (2005) have been carried out on reading in home languages 

and the findings have shown that home languages have a great potential in developing initial 

literacy. In spite of these findings, South Africa’s reading rate is reported to be disturbingly 

low (Department of education, 2005; Moloi & Strauss, 2005; Department of Education, 

2011). The above studies tell of the many factors that jeopardize this potential role of home 

language in developing initial literacy. The noted factors include: print-poor environment 

(Paran & Williams, 2007), limited time in which the language is used (Pretorius & Ribbens, 

2005), under qualified literacy teachers (Makalela, 2012), among other factors.  As can be 

noted from these studies, research only exposes the problem of reading in home languages 

but there is a paucity of research on reading problems among children reading in two lan-

guages that are not their mother tongues. There is need for research that explores the predic-
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ament of children who have to learn literacy in a school’s home language and LoLT; different 

from their own mother tongue. 

 

Although there are a number of studies, as noted above, which have looked at reading into 

second and/or additional languages in South Africa, few studies have focused on learners 

whose home language is different from the school’s home language. The present study seeks 

to fill this gap by investigating reading trajectories of learners who have a different mother 

tongue from both the school’s home language and LoLT. This research was conducted among 

grade 4-6 learners who are bilingual readers in a primary school in the Gauteng Province. 

These learners had to read first in isiZulu from grade 1-3 which is the schools’ home lan-

guage and in grade 4 they had to switch to English which is the LoLT in the school. 

 

 

�!�������������#�
������
The above discussed studies on biliteracy development show that generally schools in the 

present century still employ language in education policies and pedagogic practices that favor 

monolingualism as the target norm irrespective of the changing language context. Such prac-

tices place a huge constraint on the multilingual learners’ linguistic flexibility. It is in this 

context that this study aims: 

 

1.3.1 To investigate how bilingual children who are in the intermediate phase of their primary 

education (grade 4-6) and  do not have isiZulu as their first language, mediate reading skills 

when reading in two languages (isiZulu and English) which are not their mother tongues. 

This aim is underpinned by the following objectives: 

• to identify their literal and inferential reading skills; 

• to assess their vocabulary skill that includes: phonemic awareness, semantic aware-

ness, and graphemic/spelling awareness; 

• to evaluate their word picture matching skills in both languages; 

• to determine the readers’ reading rate/speed in both languages; 

• to assess the motivations of the learners on the reading process; 
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�!������
��$���������
1. What are the literal and inferential comprehension skills of the bilingual readers reading 

both in isiZulu and English? 

2. What are the learners’ vocabulary skills at phonological, semantic and graphemic levels in 

both languages? 

3. Are the learners able to do word picture matching in both languages? 

4. Is there a co-relation of reading skills between the two additional languages at vocabulary 

level and at comprehension level? 

5. Are there differences between vocabulary and comprehension skills in the two languages? 

6. What are the learners’ reading rate/speed in both languages? 

7. What are the learners’ motivations for reading in languages that are not their mother 

tongue? 

 

 

�!������������	�����������
The rationale of carrying out this study was prompted by my reflections on my teaching ex-

perience. I have realizing that teaching English to non-native speakers of the language is a 

mammoth task which demands from teachers a sufficient theoretical grounding which can 

help them to understand and deal with the complexity of the language classrooms. Teachers 

of the English language require a sound awareness of the best practices for language and lit-

eracy instruction. I have also realized that teachers are not aware of the connections between 

first language and second language acquisitions. Hither to, research based theories on teach-

ing English to non- native speakers of the language has come from Europe. In Africa, there is 

a paucity of studies that focus on the Africa context of literacy development and on cultural-

ly- sensitive pedagogies, (Makalela, 2012; Mukerjee, 2003; Ricento, 2006). There is always 

the need for prior consideration before teachers could apply a theory into their own particular 

contexts suggesting that there is huge demand for research from Africa that would inform 

teachers on the applicability of the previously proposed theories and on the new theories that 

best suit the African context. 

 

In addition, in South Africa, studies on reading in more than one language (see, for example, 

Makalela, 2012; Paran & Williams, 2007; Pretorius & Ribbens, 2005) have not focused on 

learners who have migrated within the country. Teaching English to non-native speakers of 



 
 

7 
 

the language has been even made more complex by the tremendous internal migration of 

people in the 21st century for economic, social and political reasons. The migrations have 

resulted in increased fluidity and diversity of languages leading to complex multilingualism. 

The presence of multilingual learners in today’s classrooms is perceived as an outright chal-

lenge to the process of learning. In Africa, in general, and South Africa, in particular, where 

multilingualism is a prominent phenomenon due to the presence of eleven official languages, 

studies on reading in more than one language have not focused on learners whose first lan-

guage is different from both the school’s home language and LoLT and therefore there is dire 

need for research that informs on the best ways of dealing with multilingualism in schools. 

 

The rationale of carrying this study also lies in realizing that despite the fact that people see 

that developing mastery of several languages, in this present era, is of high value, currently 

few countries and schools are actually planning for the development of education systems 

that support such a goal.  In South Africa, the existing research, as has been noted above, 

does not talk to reality by not paying attention to learners whose first language is neither the 

school’s home language nor the LoLT. In particular, there is need for studies that evaluate 

how South African schools deal with children in such a predicament in their multilingual 

classrooms. In other words, there is need for studies that evaluate how South African schools 

deal with these children in their multilingual classrooms. 

 

 

�!�������	�
��
���	�����������
There are far reaching implications for a study on biliterate reading development in a multi-

lingual classroom. The current study is small but significant contribution to a growing body 

of evidence that bilingualism and multilingualism affect today’s education. Monolingualism, 

which was highly influenced by the ideology of one state of language which prevailed in the 

past, will not prepare today’s children for the global economy which demands cross-cultural 

and cross-linguistic competence. A considerable amount of literature has been published on 

the advantages and benefits of both bilingualism and multilingualism in learning, and it is 

hoped that the findings of the present study will shed more light on the benefits of bilingual-

ism in children’s reading trajectories. 
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This study will have implications too, for language policy and planning in South Africa. Un-

doubtedly, with the diversity, fluidity and hybridity of languages that South Africa is current-

ly experiencing, the country will require different approaches to how its citizens are re-

sourced. There is need to identify the specific needs with regard to language development, 

that learners who are multilingual might have and pay attention to these needs in the educa-

tion system. South African schools can no longer afford to ignore the need for adjusting insti-

tutional programs to better serve these groups. 

 

It is also hoped that the results of the present study will produce an evaluative platform for 

the teachers to reflect further on their practice of teaching. The findings of this research could 

help teachers to be aware that a pedagogy that encourages monolingualism no longer holds in 

this century, hence (Adamson & Darling-Hammond, 2013 p.116) postulates, “monolingual-

ism and monoliteracy is the illiteracy of the 21st century.” Such awareness would help teach-

ers to use appropriate teaching methods such as translanguaging for example that promotes 

bilingualism and multilingualism in the classrooms. It is expected that the results of this study 

would help teachers in their task of guiding classroom language practices that will “prepare 

learners for a future in which their success not only depends on an ability to understand di-

verse perspectives and cultures, but also on an ability to communicate in different lan-

guages,” (Adamson & Darling-Hammond, 2013 p.120) . 

 

The learners could also benefit from the implications of the study. If the teachers promote 

biliteracy and multiliteracy in the learning process, this would enable learners to make use of 

their linguistic repertoires that they bring to classroom. When the learners’ linguistic endow-

ments are put to good use, the learners would benefit from the advantages of bilingualism and 

multilingualism such as enhancing the brain executive function which directs the attention 

process that individuals use for planning, solving problems and performing various other 

mentally developing tasks (Makalela 2012). The findings of the study could also encourage 

bilingual and multilingual children to nurture and positively their linguistic endowments 

since fluency in one or more languages besides English is a valuable assert in the 21st centu-

ry.  
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In this section, terms are defined as used in the study: 

 

Assessment: According to (Angelo, 1995 p.7), assessment is “an ongoing process aimed at 

understanding and improving student learning.” In this study, assessment is taken to mean the 

process of understanding learners’ reading skills. 

 

Bilingual:  This term means being equally fluent in two languages and refrain from using it 

for someone who knows only a modest amount of a second language (Bialystok, Luke and 

McBride-Chang, 2005). In the current study this definition is adopted as it is. 

 

Biliteracy:  Hornberger (2004 p.156) defines biliteracy as “any and all instances in which 

communication occurs in two (or more) languages in or around the writing” where these in-

stances may be events, actors, interactions, practices, activities, classrooms, programs, situa-

tions, societies, sites, or worlds.  In the present study, biliteracy means the ability to read in 

two different languages (isiZulu and English) with the facility of a native speaker. 

 

Bilingualism:  The term is used to refer to the ability of communicate in two different lan-

guages with the facility of a native speaker. This definition is adopted as it is in the present 

study. 

 

Reading Development: In the current study, reading development means the learners’ read-

ing skills which include vocabulary, literal and interferential skills and reading rate. 

 

Monoglossic: In the present study, the term is understood to mean using pedagogic practices 

that promote acquiring literacy through only one language. 

 

Mono-literacy:  It is the process of acquiring literacy through one language and this defini-

tion is adopted in the current study. 

 

Monolingual:  The term refers to the ability to communicate in different languages with the 

facility of a native speaker. This definition is adopted as it is in this study. 
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Multi-literacy:  According to Hornberger (2004), multi-literacy is any and all instances in 

which communication occurs in more than two languages in or around the writing where 

these instances may be events, actors, interactions, practices, activities, classrooms, pro-

grams, situations, societies, sites, or worlds This definition is adopted in the study. 

 

Multilingualism:  This term refers to the ability to communicate in several or many different 

languages with the facility of a native speaker. This definition is adopted as it is in this study. 

. 

Multilingual School:  In this study, this term is taken to mean a school that comprises of stu-

dents/learners from different language backgrounds. 

 

Translanguaging: Baker (2001) defines translanguaging as the process of making meaning, 

shaping experiences, gaining understanding and knowledge through the use of two languages. 

In this study, this definition is adopted as it is. 

 

Trajectories: In this study, this term is taken to mean the stages of reading that the partici-

pants follow in the reading process. 

 

�!��
��������������
Chapter Two provides a review of literature conducted on the development of reading litera-

cy for biliterate development. The literature was discussed under the following themes: vo-

cabulary skills and reading comprehension in L2 reading research, reading rate/speed and 

reading motivation in L2 reading research. The Linguistic Interdependency Hypothesis, the 

Biliteracy Continua and Translanguaging frameworks which are the theoretical frameworks 

that are used to understand reading development in this research are also discussed in this 

chapter.  

 

Chapter Three provides a description of the research methodology that was used in the study 

which consists of the following;  

1. Research design 

2. Population and Sampling 

3. Research instruments and Data collection procedures 

4. Data analysis methods 
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5. Validity and reliability 

6. Ethical considerations 

7. Limitations of the study 

 

Chapter Four presents a detailed analysis and interpretation of the findings that emerged from 

this study. 

 

Chapter Five provides the summary, conclusions and recommendations based from the re-

search findings. 
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CHAPTER TWO:   LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

�!��������
�����
This chapter presents literature and some of the key models on the process of reading which 

can provide a comprehensive framework for understanding reading development in the cur-

rent study. The chapter will firstly explore the theoretical frameworks which are used to un-

derstand reading development in the study, thereafter; it engages existing literature on devel-

opment reading literacy for biliterate development. The theoretical frameworks that are used 

to understand reading development in this research are the Linguistic Interdependence Hy-

pothesis developed by Cummins (1979), the Biliteracy Continua framework proposed by 

Hornberger (2000) and Translanguaging coined by Cen Williams in the 90’s. For each of 

these models, the relevant components are described and the rationale for employing them in 

the present study is provided. Existing literature on development reading literacy for biliterate 

development is divided it into three broad categories. Firstly, studies on reading motivation. 

Secondly, research that refers to reading rate/speed in L2 reading is explored. Thirdly, re-

search on word level reading (vocabulary) and comprehension in L2 reading in South Africa 

and internationally are explored.  

 

 

�!���������
���	�����"�
There have been raging reading wars and swinging pendulums in the field of literacy hence 

different models have been developed to describe essential elements involved in the reading 

process.  For many years, the phonics approach had enjoyed the luxury of being the model 

used in the teaching of reading until the introduction of the whole language approach by 

Kenneth Goodman and Frank Smith. All along these models have been concerned with first-

language reading until recently (e.g, Garcia, 2009; Garcia & Kleifgen, 2007; Hornberger & 

Link, 2012) have researched into between language and literacy development in both L1 and 

L2. Some of the popular models that have been invented in order to explain reading devel-

opment in L1 and L2 are the Linguistic Interdependence Hypothesis, the biliteracy continua 

framework and Translanguaging. 
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One of the common theoretical models that are used is bilingual studies is the Linguistic In-

terdependence Hypothesis (LIH). The LIH put forward by Cummins (1979) explains the rela-

tionship between the first language and the learning of another language. It proposes that 

there is a bi-directional transfer of literacy skills, behaviours and strategies between the first 

(L1) and the second (L2) language. This model postulates that proficiency in more cognitive-

ly demanding tasks (literacy, content learning, and abstract thinking) is just the same among 

all languages, Vrooman (2000). The hypothesis assumes that in the case of bilinguals, what 

may appear to be two very different languages on the surface is in-fact inter-dependent psy-

chologically.  This implies that bilingual children should have enough exposure to L1 and be 

fully developed in it so that they perform equally well when exposed to L2. The L2 skills 

greatly depend on L1 skills and once they are acquired in L1 they are not learned again in L2. 

In other words, as Vrooman (2000 p120) states, “an integral component of these facilitative 

aspects of language influence is that in the L1 be sufficiently developed prior to the extensive 

exposure to the L2 as would be found, for example in the educational environment.” 

 

In the present study, the LIH is used to evaluate the relationship between the participants’ 

first language and learning the other two additional languages at school (isiZulu and English). 

The study seeks to find out if one’s language is the ultimate factor for one to read in another 

language. The researcher would want to investigate if there is a bi-directional transfer of lit-

eracy skills, behaviours and strategies among the three languages as proposed by the model. 

This investigation attempts to answer the following research questions: is there a co-relation 

of reading skills between the two additional languages at vocabulary level and at comprehen-

sion level and are there differences between vocabulary and comprehension skills in the two 

languages (isiZulu and English)? 
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The second theoretical framework underpinning this study is the biliteracy continua frame-

work. This chosen framework attempts to explain the development of biliteracy along inter-

secting and nested continuum which is influenced by several interwoven factors in the learn-

er’s linguistically diverse environment. 
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To shed more light on biliteracy development, Hornberger (2000) proposed the biliteracy 

continua arguing that biliteracy is affected by the context of biliteracy, the development of 

the biliteracy, content of biliteracy and the media of biliteracy. Similarly, Hornberger (2000, 

p.28) argues that literacy acquisition is influenced by such factors as “society’s ideology and 

orientation towards literacy and through the individual’s different behaviours, interacting and 

literacy practices in a variety of domains be it home, school or community.”  This framework 

posits that bi-literacy assumes that “one language and literacy is developing in relation to an-

other,” (Makalela, 2013 p.13). The notion of ‘continuum’ assumes that languages and litera-

cies are in a continuous inter-section which goes beyond the dichotomous classifications of 

bilingualism, (Hancock, 2010). There are no finite points on the continuum but all the points 

are inextricably and inextricably related.   

 

It can be reasonably argued that this model offers a useful sociolinguistic perspective of the 

relationship between English and African languages as it “challenges the dominant educa-

tional discourse that claims that  developing a children’s L1 hinders the learning of English 

language,” Hancock (2010 p.97). This is the reason why the model has been chosen as a 

framework that can inform this study. The model was chosen as a framework for this study 

also because it shows that learners’ contexts of language and literacy use allow them “to draw 

from across the whole of each and every continuum,” Hornberger and Link (2012, p 242). 

Drawing from every continuum creates more chances for the learners’ full development of 

language and literacy. The participating learners have no first language that is offered at 

school forcing them to acquire literacy in two additional languages and this model allows the 

researcher to assess how the participants draw from different aspects of both isiZulu and Eng-

lish to aid their reading for biliterate development. The model fills in for the limitation of the 

LIH which argues that one must first develop his/her first language before moving to read in 

an additional language. The Biliteracy Continuum model says that the relation between one’s 

first and second language exists in a continuum hence it is capable of explain the continuum 

of the languages that the participating learners have. 
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It is almost axiomatic that monoglossic pedagogies in the schools are failing to meet the dy-

namic needs of the sociolinguistic realities of the majority of the speakers in the 21st century 

because these pedagogies tend to treat languages in silos (Makalela 2012). There has been a 

growing body of literature in the fields of Sociolinguistics and Psycholinguistics on the need 

to develop models that befit the multilingual linguistic complexities of the 21st century 

(Hornberger, 1990; 2012; Garcia, Bartlett, Kleifgen, 2006; Garcia, 2009; Makalela, 2012; 

2013). One of the famously proposed models is Translanguaging, a model capable of closing 

gaps between languages. Consequently, it is capable of being an effective pedagogy in multi-

lingual classrooms. A substantilal body of literature emanating from the UK, US and South 

Africa have presented assessments of the pedagogic efficacy of translanguaging and lend 

support to the idea that it is one of the best ways to cultivate and enhance the academic profi-

ciency of children with linguistic heterogeneity ( Creese and Blackledge, 2010; Garcia, 2009; 

Makalela, 2013). 

 

Translanguaging is a term coined by Cen Williams in the 90’s who claimed that it is a peda-

gogy where input can be given in one language and output can be given in another language 

thus creating space for learners to use all the languages that are accessible to them. In other 

words, it calls for the use of all the linguistic repertoires that an individual has in learning and 

it is a move from the monolithic, monoglossic view of language which is not applicable in 

this century as most people have become multilingual. Li Wei (2011, p. 1223), for example, 

postulates that, “translanguaging is going on between different linguistic structures and sys-

tems, including different modalities and going beyond them.” She refers to the social space 

for multilingual language users as a “translanguaging space,” which is the space constantly 

created for language practices as multilingual speakers make context-sensitive and strategic 

choices about the language systems they use to achieve particular communicative goals (Ma-

kalela, 2013). Translanguaging has a lot of affordances that enables it to be used as a theoret-

ical framework for understanding reading among multilingual readers. A plethora of studies 

which include (Creese and Blackledge, 2010; Garcia 2009; Makalela, 2013; 2014) have 

shown the benefits of using translanguaging in multilingual classrooms. Creese and Black-

ledge (2010), argue that bilingual children should be taught differently from monolingual in-

structional approaches because their linguistic heterogeneity does not fit these models. They 

further argue that the major goal of education is to cultivate children’s linguistic endowments 

instead of taking them away like what monoglossic pedagogies do when they treat languages 
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as isolated units. From their perspective, the structure of separate bilingualism used presently 

in schools, should give way to translanguaging as the bilingual pedagogy whose effectiveness 

can be seen in the complementary schools they have studied. 

 

 One of the major findings of Creese and Blackledge’s (2010) study is that translanguaging 

allows learners to use their linguistic resources and increasing their cognitive benefits thus 

creating positive experiences at school for the learners. These findings find theoretical sup-

port from a variety of studies on translanguaging that were done in the UK, US and South 

Africa such as  Wei (2011) and Makalela (2013, 2014) who all demonstrate, on the basis of 

empirical data, that translanguaging enhances and sharpens cognitive skills of learners.  A 

study by Li Wei (2011, p.243), for instance, revealed that through translanguaging, “ Chinese 

learners created critical and creative spaces for themselves using the resources they had de-

spite the dominant monolingual context in which they were expected to operate.” Likewise, 

Garcia (2009) studied a Grade 4 Spanish bilingual and observed that a Spanish 4th grader 

could do translanguaging while writing an essay which gives a ‘scaffold’ to write fluently in 

English 5 months later. Yet another study by Makalela (2013) showed that university students 

who are allowed to use translanguaging in one year of their language discovered their own 

culture and could also value the culture of fellow students. Makalela (2012) after studying 

Sepedi primary learners observed that translanguaging yields results in reading when input is 

given in one language and output is allowed to be given in another language. The vocabulary 

among the learners increased profoundly as learners were motivated to use the multilingual 

resources which they possess. All these observations, taken together, reveal that 

translanguaging is capable of increasing learners’ epistemic access in schools and should be 

used in the present classrooms that are composed of diverse learners. 

 

At another level, translanguaging is seen as a purposeful and powerful pedagogical alteration 

of languages in spoken and written, receptive and productive modes drawing on funds of 

knowledge, identities and social relations rooted and extended across national borders (Baker, 

2001). It is a pedagogical tool that values what learners bring to school in their ‘identity kits’ 

thus preventing the school system , even if it is a state of agent meant to maintain the status 

quo, from subjecting  learners to symbolic violence, (Gee, 1998; Bourdiei, 1990). Garcia 

(2009) proposes that translanguaging builds and promotes non- threatening environment for 

learners’ linguistic identities and nurtures these identities and builds multiplicities of lan-

guage uses and at the same time maintaining academic rigor. 
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Another useful attribute of translanguaging is that it has huge benefits even outside the class-

room. Creese and Blackledge (2010), for example, discovered that translanguaging enables 

one to engage effectively with an audience when they observe a school principal using his 

ability to move between languages to engage with a diverse audience. This accords with Ma-

kalela’s (2013, p.121) findings who, after examining discursive language practices among 

Black township natives, demonstrate that the participants revealed a great ability to “mesh 

codes with single thought units and could use more than three languages in one utterance.” 

All these findings suggest that multilingual speakers have a unique linguistic flexibility that 

constitutes a language continuum which allows them to use their discursive resources accord-

ing to the demands of their social environments. It can be argued therefore that translanguag-

ing practices have a huge potential to develop a learners’ epistemic access since it does not 

separate codes for multilinguals but makes use of all the languages accessible to the individu-

al which are linguistic repertoires they bring to class. There is a continuous link of use of lan-

guages from outside classrooms to the classrooms which creates a safe and comfortable envi-

ronment for learners when they come to school. Their linguistic repertoires are not dismissed 

when they come to school but they are fully utilized for the learner thus increasing epistemic 

access. 

 

Several studies also exhibit the recognition that languages do not fit into clear bounded enti-

ties and that all languages are needed for meaning to be conveyed and negotiated. These stud-

ies include (Robertson, 2006; Sneddon, 2000) who found that bilingual children do not view 

their literacies and languages as separate but rather experience them as simultaneous. Ma-

kalela (2013) also makes the same observation that among multilingual speakers, languages 

are not separate limits but they are a continuum. This exhibits the fact that the languages 

among multilingual speakers are mutually intelligible but they have been artificially separat-

ed by political boundaries. Makalela (2013) eloquently testifies that the separatist’s view of 

languages and classifications of ‘first,’ ‘second’ and ‘mother’ tongue do not fit the present 

socio-linguistic realities of African language and 21st century speakers. Therefore in such 

circumstances, the only way to help multilingual speakers to manoeuvre their way is to allow 

the use translanguaging in schools. 

 

Creese and Blackledge (2010) have discovered that translanguaging allows and enables the 

establishment of identity positions. Other studies have also confirmed that translanguaging is 
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effective in both linguistically and culturally transformative ways. In Makalela’ (2013) study, 

students were liberated from the negative stereotypes which separate African languages and 

translanguaging presented an opportunity to understand and appreciate the fact that the 

speakers of African languages are the same in their plurality and that African languages are 

mutually intelligible. This helped them to establish and build Ubuntu a concept which defines 

the unity of African people. It is clear from these studies that translanguaging is capable of 

fostering a higher degree of cultural unity and identity and therefore should be used in 

schools because when a learner feels that their identity is appreciated in the school they are 

likely to feel at home and learn effectively. 

 

In short, there is a substantial body of research on classroom and language programme prac-

tices which have exhibited the countless benefits of using translanguaging pedagogy in multi-

lingual contexts. These researches have also revealed the opportunity to understand and ap-

preciate the world view of multilingual speeches in their plurality thus creating a chance for 

governments to promote weaker and underdeveloped indigenous languages. Considering the 

complex linguistic issues in the 21st century, it can be argued that translanguaging should be 

adopted as a pedagogical tool that can effectively facilitate the acquisition of literacy skills by 

multilingual learners. Translanguaging enables one to appreciate that multilingual readers do 

not separate languages when they are reading. All the skills and aspects of the languages ac-

cessible to learners are used for the benefit for the learners. Translanguaging is thus used as 

theoretical   framework in this study for the understanding of how multilingual learners read 

in two different additional languages. The learners are involved in the process of ‘languaging’ 

whereby they use all languages available to them simultaneously according to need and con-

text. 

 

The models discussed above offers a useful framework for understanding reading for 

biliterate development in the present study, whose principal goal is to assess the reading tra-

jectories of bilingual children reading in isiZulu and English. These models are very relevant 

since this study compares reading development within and between languages. 
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Research has articulated the importance of motivation in reading (Onukaogu & Obafemi, 

2008; Bauserman, 2006; Baker & Wigfied, 1999). Motivation falls into two types, intrinsic 

and extrinsic. Bauseman (2006) argues that intrinsic motivation to read is more powerful and 

leads to a learners’ success more than extrinsic motivation. Onukaogu and Obafemi after 

studying the Nigerian education system observed that schools emphasize more on the extrin-

sic than intrinsic motivation thus leading to low reading rates in the schools. This observation 

finds theoretical support from Matjila and Pretorius (2004), Pretorius and  Mampuru (2007) 

and, Makalela (2012) who argue that when children are motivated to read and have books 

made available to them, they read very successfully. Bauserman (2006) has recommended 

self-selection of reading material attention to characteristics of books, personal interest, ac-

cess to books and active involvement of parents as factors for facilitating intrinsic motivation 

and for getting learners to read and write without inhibition. Onukaogu and Obafemi (2010 

p.12) argue that the problem of most education systems in Africa is that “they want to stay 

with the learner all the time and this behavioural model of language instruction cripples the 

development of intrinsic motivation without which the learner cannot develop a critical, crea-

tive and independent learner.” They further argue that intrinsic motivation can be further 

achieved if home, the community and the social government get involved in encouraging the 

learners to read. It is imperative that teachers, mentors and parents cultivate intrinsic motiva-

tion in children’s reading. The effectiveness of teachers’ cooperation with both parents and 

community in motivating children to read is also evident in a reading project done by Ma-

kalela (2012).  Through an intervention programme to help primary school learners to read, 

the project ended up involving the whole community in motivating children to read which 

eventually led to high literacy achievement among the learners. 

 

Research has also identified a number of salient factors in reading motivation which include: 

self- concept, value of reading, time spent talking about books, choice and types of texts 

available and the use of incentives. Gambrella, Palmer, Coddling and Mazzoni (1996), for 

example, postulate that learners’ self -concepts and the value they place on reading are criti-

cal to their study success. In relation to self -concept, gender differences have been identified 

as also affecting motivation. Marinak and Gambrella (2007) having studied reading motiva-

tion among grade 3 learners found out  that though grade 3 boys are equally as self-confident 

as their girl counterparts, their  self-report valuing is  less than that of  girls. It has been also 

suggested that allowing children to choose what they want to read, enhances their interest in 
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reading (Cordova & Lepper, 1996; Lyengar & Lepper, 1999; Worthy & Mckool, 1996; Guth-

rine & Wigfield, 2000).  

 

Other important factor in developing motivation for reading is read-alouds and discussions. 

These factors are deemed to be effective ways of engaging teachers in mastery modelling. 

According to McGee and Richgels (2003), read-alouds enable teachers to model important 

reading strategies and behaviours which is a very important way of promoting learners to 

read. Gambrella et al. (1996) propose that group discussions invite and enable learners to 

speak, interact, exchange views hence involving them into active learning leading to a deeper 

interest in reading. 

 

Research also emphasizes the importance of providing a variety of books at all levels of edu-

cation. Pappas (1993) indicates that kindergarten children preferred informational texts and 

Mohr (2006) noted that first graders preferred non- fiction books. In addition, Marinak and 

Gambrella (2007) found that third graders valued reading newspapers, magazines and books. 

It is important for teachers to consider the role of motivation in literacy learning in general 

and in reading particular because it predicts students’ reading comprehension. A report of the 

programme for international students’ assessment Organisation for Economic co-operation 

and development, (2010), showed that students’ interest in reading directly influences the 

students’ reading comprehension. Across the 64 countries who participated in the pro-

gramme, students who enjoyed reading the most performed significantly better than students 

who enjoyed reading the least. It is also crucial for teachers to know that students, who are 

not motivated to read, will never reach full literacy potential. A study by Guthrine, Schafer  

and Huang (2001) revealed that students who were highly motivated but were coming from 

poor economic backgrounds perform better than students who were not motivated to read and 

had the same background. Promoting intrinsic motivation to read should be given a high pri-

ority in the reading curriculum. 

 

The reviewed literature on reading motivation essentially reveals that learners need intrinsic 

motivation in order to read successfully and to achieve highly academically. The literature 

has underscored factors that are crucial to reading which the present study seeks to investi-

gate. 
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A number of studies have considered the issue of reading rate in L2 reading research which 

includes (Matjila & Pretorius, 2004; Pretorius & Mampuru, 2007). Reading rates has always 

been investigated together with reading comprehension. Matjila and Pretorius (2004 p. 9) ex-

plain that “reading rate is always measured together with comprehension, to prevent readers 

skimming through the text and setting up artificially high reading speeds without understand-

ing.” An exploratory study of grade 8 reading skills in Setswana and English by Matjila and 

Pretorius (2004) showed that reading rates are very low in both English and Setswana, a 

South African indigenous language. The learners’ performance in the home language 

(Setswana) was worse than it was in English. The conclusion of their study was that there 

was poor performance in reading rates in the first language because the learners were not 

readily engaging with the text and making use of their inference skills to perceive links be-

tween items of information in order to construct meaning as they read. This is a result of 

learners failing to get adequate exposure to reading material in their home languages. Read-

ing materials are available in English in most cases. Their findings are consistent with the 

findings of other researchers in South Africa. Studies such as done by Pretorius and Mam-

puru (2007), Makalela (2012), show that both teachers and learners struggle not only with 

English but with literacy in general. However, Matjila and Pretorius (2004) warn us that read-

ing rate in L2 should be treated with caution. They say that, “one need to be cautious in ex-

trapolating from reading development in other language to reading in the African languages, 

especially with regards to reading rates, where agglutination and conjunctive orthography 

create longer linguistic units to be decoded.” Their study further support the argument  that 

although reading and language proficiency are related, simply knowing a language does not 

guarantee that one can read effectively in that language. 

 

Another study by Pretorius and Mampuru (2007) confirms that generally learners in South 

Africa read slower than their expected level. The study was done among 104 grade 7 learners 

to examine the relationships between L1 (Northern Sotho) and L2 (English) proficiency in a 

high poverty primary school in South Africa through a reading intervention programme im-

plemented in the school during the course of the year. The study revealed that reading rates 

were slow; learners were really slower in Northern Sotho than they were in English at the end 

of the year. The authors argue that these low reading rates among learners is caused by lack 

of a proper print environment and reading materials.  
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Makalela (2012) also investigated the reading speed among primary learners. He conducted a 

case study among grade 5 learners at a remote school in South Africa using a series of en-

quiry directed intervention measures that were administered to target learners, teachers and 

the school literacy environment. The research sought to establish the reading rates of partici-

pating learners in Sepedi and English. The results of this study show that learners have poor 

reading rates in both languages. However, their reading speed was better in Sepedi than in 

English both in pre-test and post-test. The findings exhibit, as the author says that, learners 

“had a speed reading advantage in their home language and that the intervention has signifi-

cantly corrected deficiencies in English,” (p.140). This was due to the pedagogical approach 

used to do the intervention. The researcher used translanguaging to facilitate the learners’ 

reading techniques. 

 

The above discussed research reveals that learners in South Africa read below their levels, 

they read below 75% which is the benchmark. The studies give various reasons for these poor 

patterns of performance as: poor print environment, inadequate exposure to reading material, 

and poorly trained teachers, among other reasons. It can be argued however, that learners are 

read below their standards because they are taught to acquire literacy skills through methods 

that do not fit the multilingual nature of their environment. The learners are taught through 

monoglossic practices that treat languages in silos when the languages are embedded into 

each other in the learners’ minds. Research needs to pay serious attention to the multilingual 

nature of these learners and come up with learning/ teaching theories that match the linguistic 

endowments of these learners. 

 

 

�!���������
������������������
��������"��������� �
����
����������������
A considerable amount of literature has been published on second/additional language (L2) 

reading with scholars becoming increasingly aware that reading in L2 is a complex phenom-

enon. A central concern in the field, first articulated by Anderson (1984), revolves around the 

question: whether L2 reading is a language or a reading problem. This question becomes per-

tinent particularly in the African context where the majority of learners, due to political and 

historical reasons, gain literacy through a second/additional language. 

 



 
 

23 
 

Asfaha, Beckham, Kurvers and Kroon (2009 p.351) have observed that available research in 

L2 reading has mainly come from Western contexts proposing that reading is influenced by 

L1 reading and L2 proficiency. These authors argue that it is high time that research be done 

in non-Western contexts “where issues of access to adequate resources in reading and second 

language acquisition are at the forefront.”  Their view is also supported by Bernhardt (2005), 

Makalela (2012), (2013), Mukerjee (2003), Pretorius and Mampuru (2007), Williams (1996) 

who articulate that the claim that L2 language proficiency and L1 reading play primary roles 

is predicting L2 reading needs to be tested in non-Western countries where a lot of factors in 

L2 reading come into play.  

 

The little research that has been done in Africa on L2 reading reveals that “formal accom-

plishment of literacy does not happen easily for many learners in Africa,” Pretorius and 

Mampuru (2007 p.40). The major problem is the absence/low proficiency in L2. Although 

research in African countries has also articulated the importance of L1 in the development of 

reading literacy, it argues that despite the crucial role that L1 plays in L2 reading, due to his-

torical, political, economic and social factors, in most cases L1 is not fully developed. Some 

of these factors include poor resources, poor print environment, inadequately trained teachers, 

and the complex multilingual nature of the continent, among other factors. It is of utter im-

portance therefore for more studies to be done in Africa to establish to what extent is reading 

in L2 a language or a reading problem. 

 

Some studies in Africa have attempted to address this problem by investigating reading com-

prehension in Africa. Asfaha et al (2009) seeking to investigate factors involved in L1 and L2 

(English) reading among 254 4th graders randomly selected from schools with different lan-

guages and scripts in Eritrea, studied these learners’  reading and language skills. The study 

was done in primary schools where the language of instruction is usually the learners’ mother 

tongues from grade 1-5. They used L1 and L2 reading comprehension tests, L1 and L2 profi-

ciency measures, L1 word reading and background data questionnaire to gather the require 

data. L1 reading comprehension results revealed significant results while the script based dif-

ference of L2 language proficiency, L2 reading comprehension and L1 word reading results 

were not significant. The data was analyzed through means, standard deviations and ANOVA 

tests and showed that the learners’ performance was generally low across the reading tests. 

The learners were not able to read at the expected level and more variation was observed in 
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home language than second language. The results suggest that learners’ have low reading per-

formance irrespective of the language they use. 

 

 Their findings differ from Pretorius and Cumin (2010) investigated the reading levels of 7th 

graders in South Africa. Through an intervention programme at 3 schools for 3 years, the re-

searchers examined the effects the programme had on the learners’ reading abilities in home 

language (Northern Sotho) and second language (English). The reading proficiency in both 

languages was obtained through a reading comprehension test which combined a number of 

test items (multiple choice questions of an inferential nature, vocabulary questions,cloze 

items, identifying referents of anaphoric items and questions involving graphic information). 

A Pearson Product Moment correlation was applied to the post test sets of both languages and 

it was discovered that there were strong correlations obtained between reading in Northern 

Sotho and reading in English over the 3 years. In brief, the results exhibited the Matthew ef-

fect in both languages. Poor readers in one language were also poor readers in the other; simi-

larly, learners who were good readers in one language were good readers in the other. The 

study reports that reading is mainly a language problem and they argue that when poverty 

stricken schools get assistance by making books available and by motivating learners to read, 

reading levels will definitely improve. 

 

Another study by Pretorius and Mampuru (2007) showed more variance in L2 than L1. These 

researchers examined the relationships between L1 (Northern Sotho) and L2 (English) profi-

ciency in a high poverty primary school (a school with very little resources) in South Africa 

through a reading intervention programme implemented in the school during the course of the 

year. The study examined the effects of accessibility of books and learners’ reading profi-

ciency in both languages. The study was done among 104 grade 7 learners. The data was ana-

lyzed through SPSS and it showed that there is a huge gap between language proficiency and 

reading ability, particularly in L1. L2 proficiency was discovered to be a strong determinant 

of L2 reading. In other words, L1 proficiency did not significantly predict L1 reading perfor-

mance, but L2 reading was a strong prediction of L1 reading ability. 

 

Matjila and Pretorius (2004) conducted a pilot study to examine reading abilities in Setswana 

and English among 88 grade 8 learners in South Africa. Data was collected through a reading 

comprehension tests, a questionnaire and a cloze passage, reading rate, literacy attitudes, per-

ceptions and practice. Their findings show that the learners had low reading skills in both 
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languages. The results also suggest that although reading and language proficiency are relat-

ed, simply knowing a language does not guarantee that one can read effectively in that lan-

guage. They further argue that, “reading is a specific meaning-constructing skill that must be 

developed on extensive exposure to books,” Matjila and Pretorius (2004 p. 16).  

 

This view is supported by Fakude (2014) who investigated correlations between variance of 

inference skills in L1 and L2. They used a self-developed one time series designed test to 

measure reading comprehension with the use of a test that sort the learners’ knowledge of 

anaphoric resolution and inference skills. The result of the study showed that learners strug-

gle to read in both the home language and English. However, the scores were much worse in 

L2 than L1. Their conclusion was that “if these grade 7 learners  enter a high school without 

the proper literacy skills that will enable them to use reading as a spear for learning and suc-

cess then it is a much bigger challenge for reading comprehension,” Fakude (2014 p. 958). 

 

 Research has always investigated comprehension together with vocabulary skills. Bialystok, 

Luke & McBride-Chang (2005 p.234) basing on the argument  that “children’s acquisition of 

literacy for language with different writing systems depends on the structure of the language 

and less on the children’s ability to perform these tasks in another language, ”  investigated 

vocabulary skills  among primary bilingual learners. They compared differences in the degree 

of language proficiency of bilingual Chinese children who were between 5 and 6 years in 

Canada using tasks reconstructed in parallel versions for both English and Chinese. The 

learners were tested on vocabulary and phonological awareness, effects of bilingualism on 

decoding, transfer of skills across languages. The researchers discovered that language profi-

ciency matters in reading but phonological awareness and decoding skills should be built up 

separately for each language/writing system. In addition, establishing the skills in one lan-

guage/system does not guarantee that these skills will be transferred to another language. 

 

Matjila and Pretorius (2004) also investigated vocabulary skills in their study discussed 

above. These researchers argue that testing vocabulary is an indirect way of assessing reading 

ability. This study tested the students’ ability to infer the meaning of words when contextual 

clues were provided in the text. The results showed that the learners’ ability to infer word was 

very poor. They concluded that the learners had poor reading skills and argue that vocabulary 

knowledge and reading ability are closely linked so that “learners who read a lot tend to have 

larger vocabulary than learners who do little reading,” (p18). 
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Pretorius and Currin (2010) also investigated vocabulary skills among Grade 7 learners read-

ing in Northern Sotho and English. Results at the intervention school showed some Matthew 

effect in both languages. They argue that such results are caused by the fact that learners do 

not have adequate access to print material. They further note that if learners get enough expo-

sure to reading material they will improve their reading levels. 

 

The above discussed literature explores the reading problems encountered in L2 reading. The 

studies show that a lot of factors prevent learners from reading the second language (English) 

at the expected level.  The studies further reveal that although the learners’ reading levels are 

poor in English, the levels are even worse off in the learners’ first languages.  However, there 

is a paucity of studies published on children who read in languages that are not their first lan-

guages. Williams (1996) raises an important point when he talks about the existence of varie-

ties and dialects of the language instruction. For Williams (1996) one of the conditions that 

L2 reading research in Africa has to strive to fulfil is that the researcher must make sure that 

the L1 being tested is actually the L1 of the speaker and not simply a language the subject 

speaks proficiently. Williams’ (1996) argument can be taken further to propose that learners 

should be tested on every language that they use in school even if the language is not the 

learners’ first language. It can be argued that learners read below their standards as research 

shows, because they are being taught through education systems and pedagogical approaches 

that are irrelevant to their socio-cultural and linguistic situations. Continuing promoting edu-

cational systems and monoglossic pedagogies that emphasize on the concepts of mother 

tongue, first or additional languages simply perpetuate the failure of the learners. There is 

need for more research that focuses on and speaks to the reality of today’s multilingual con-

text. Today’s children can no longer be separated according to languages nor can they be 

identified with the concepts of mother tongue, first or additional languages. The children are 

growing up speaking more than two languages simultaneously where the languages are en-

meshed and embedded into each other. Research needs to investigate how these children 

manage to read and negotiate academic content in situations where they are taught to read 

through and by monoglossic pedagogies.  
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This  chapter  has  reviewed  literature  on the  development of reading  literacy  for  biliterate  

development  and  revealed  that  research  only  tells  of  the problems  of  reading in  home 

languages  but  there  is  a  paucity  of  research  on  reading problems among  learners  who 

read  in  languages  that   are  not  their  home languages/ mother tongues. There  is  need  for  

research  that  explores  the  predicament  of  children  who  have  to  learn  literacy  in  a  

school’s  home  language  and  LoLT different  from  their   mother tongues. Reading literacy 

theories seem to be lopsided and are unable to account for complex reading development in 

the context of mobility. In particular, they fail to account for concurrent development of read-

ing skills/strategies and synergies between languages that are not the readers’ L1. The  re-

viewed  literature  also  exhibited  that  most  schools, particularly  in  South Africa,   use ed-

ucation  systems  that  employ monoglossic frame works and  practices  that  encourage  

learners  to  acquire  literacy  through  one  language and or through  subtractive  bilingual-

ism. Subtractive bilingualism is whereby learners are allowed to learn first in their mother 

tongue up to a certain stage, and then the mother tongue is removed so that the learners learn 

in another language as the LoLT, usually English. There  is  need  for  research that  investi-

gates the  best way to help  today’s  multilingual children to  acquire  literacy. The  present  

research  seeks  to  fill  in  this  gap  by  investigating  the  reading  skills  of learners  who  do  

not  have  isiZulu  as their  mother tongue but are  acquiring  literacy  through  isiZulu  and  

English . The next chapter discusses the research methodology used in this study. It explains 

where the research was done, how the sample was selected and  the methods used to analyze  

data.  
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

�!��������
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The aim of this study was to investigate how multilingual children mediate reading in two 

languages which are not their first languages. The previous chapter discussed literature for 

biliterate development. This chapter describes the research design, population, sampling pro-

cedures, data collection methods and analysis techniques that were used to answer the re-

search questions. The chapter also reports on ethical considerations that apply to this study. 
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The present research is quantitative. A quantitative research, according to Aliaga and 

Gunderson (2000 p. 1), can be defined as “explaining phenomena by collecting numerical 

data that are analyzed using mathematically based methods (in particular statistics). In other 

words, the quantitative descriptive method is primarily concerned with finding out the degree 

to which a phenomenon is. In this particular study, I employed the quantitative descriptive 

method because the study is primarily concerned with finding out the extent (i.e. numerical 

value) to which bilingual readers reading in isiZulu and English, which are both not the read-

ers’ first languages, mediate reading strategies in these two  languages. For the purposes of 

this research, I considered the quantitative design as the most appropriate design to elicit the 

required data. 

�
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The sample for this study was 45 bilingual readers who are in the intermediate phase of their 

primary education which is from grade 4-6.  The fourth, fifth and sixth graders were chosen 

as the best subjects for this study because it is in this phase where the switch from using in-

digenous languages as the medium of instruction to English takes place and I thought this 

was a critical period of transition thereby making this stage highly suitable for the current 

study. The span from Grade 4- 6 is also important in that it represents the entry and the exit 

levels to the intermediate phase. These learners also have varying experiences in learning in 

both isiZulu and English and their reading skills in both languages are relatively comparable.  
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In the present research, Grade 4-6 learners are taken to be an intact group because the learn-

ers are at the same level of education and or reasoning. 

 

For the purposes of selecting the sample for the study, the multiple stage sampling procedure 

was used. Multiple stage sampling was employed in order to cater for both probability and 

non- probability methods since this was a quantitative study. Firstly, purposive sampling was 

used to select the school. MacMillan and Schumacher (2010) argue that in order to employ 

purposive sampling, participants have to have specific qualities which illustrate the purpose 

of the project. Put in other words, when purposive criterion sampling is used, subjects are 

hand-picked on the basis of specific characteristics.  In the current study, I chose one particu-

lar multilingual school. The school is composed of learners from different language back-

grounds. The school is located in a predominately Sepedi speaking area but other South Afri-

can indigenous languages are also found in the area. The school has Sepedi, isiZulu and Eng-

lish as its official languages. The school was specifically chosen because it uses isiZulu as 

one of its home languages and as a language of instruction from grade 1-3. It uses English as 

the LoLT from grade four upwards. Since the current study focused on investigating how 

children who do not have isiZulu and English as their first languages, mediate reading in 

these two languages, the school was considered the best site to provide the required data. 

 

Secondly, I used simple random sampling to select the participants. The tests were adminis-

tered to every learner who was in grade 4-6 and this was done for ethical reasons. I was care-

ful not to separate the required participants from their classes because this could have created 

anxiety in the participants and they could have felt singled out and uncomfortable that they 

were the only ones writing a test. Making every learner write the tests helped the participants 

to relax as they saw themselves being assessed as a group. 

 

Finally, I employed stratified random sampling which is useful in such researches because it 

ensures the presence of the key subgroup within the sample. In support of this, MacMillan & 

Schumacher (2010) define stratified sampling as “a method of sampling that involves the di-

vision of a population into smaller groups known as strata. In stratified random sampling, the 

strata are formed based on members' shared attributes or characteristics.” Due to these af-

fordances, I considered using this sampling method as the most appropriate for the study. The 

first step in using this sampling method was to split the population into different strata. I 

therefore used the Grades and the different first languages as the strata. In the second stage, I 
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randomly picked from every grade the scripts of the learners who did not have isiZulu as their 

first language. All in all, I managed to have in total 45 participants which are considered good 

enough for descriptive statistics that I employed to analyze the data. 
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The following sub-sections describe the research instruments, data collection and data analy-

sis procedures that were employed in the study. 

 

In the present study, I adopted both the vocabulary and comprehension equivalent tests from 

a lager multilingual literacy project- Wits Abafunde bahlalefe Multilingual Literacy Project 

(WAMLiP). The tests have been in use for more than three years. I have decided to adopt 

these tests because their elements address the objectives of this study which are basically to 

determine the comprehension strategies of bilingual readers who do not have isiZulu and 

English as their first languages, but are reading in the two languages. 

 

�!�!���3-(95-(3)�:3/�/'50()*�
Motivation is one of the key factors that influence reading. Research confirms that learners’ 

motivation is a key factor in successful reading (Baker & Wigfield, 1999). Since motivation 

is crucial in the reading process, the current research sought to find out the participants’ mo-

tivations for reading. To capture these motivations, the first part of the test paper (see Appen-

dix 1) had ten questions to which the participants had to fill in by choosing YES/NO. These 

ten questions sought to find out what, how and why the participating learners reading both of 

the languages. Basically, the questions aimed at establishing the learners’ reading patterns 

and habits both at home and at school. The questions were all in English. Each question was 

measured at 1, YES=1 and NO=0. 

 

�!�!���3.5;+45/2��',-�
After the part on motivation, the second part of the test paper tested vocabulary skills. The 

part had different sections testing on different aspects of vocabulary skills.  Section A, specif-

ically tested the learners both on spelling and picture word mapping (see Appendix 1). There 

were 10 questions in English (questions1-10) and 10 questions in isiZulu (questions11-20). 
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The learners were given four pictures for each question to match to the word that the test giv-

er would have called out. The learners were required to identify the picture that matched the 

word called out and tick it. The learners were also required to spell the word in the spaces 

provided. The pictures were from different subjects done at this level such as mathematics 

and life orientation, among other subjects. The pictures were representatives of high frequent 

words from the grade 4-6 English and isiZulu  main text books on all the subject that are 

studied at this level. The words ranged from disyllabic words to polysyllabic words because 

such words are not too difficult for learners at this level. The words in the two languages 

were different in order to avoid carry over effects from English to isiZulu but the range of 

syllables and level difficulty were maintained. Spelling was rated on a scale of 1-4 where (1= 

unrecognized, 2= recognized, 3= recognized but with minor corrections, 4= correct). Identifi-

cation of the picture was measured at 1 where 1= correct identification and 0=wrong identifi-

cation. 

 

After this section, the section that followed, section B (see Appendix 1) tested on word 

recognition skills both in English and isiZulu. Learners were given four pictures and a written 

word for each question. In this case the learner was supposed to indicate the picture that 

matched the given word.  Again the words were high frequent words from the learners’ text 

books on various subjects for both languages. This was scored at 1, where 1=correct match-

ing and 2=wrong matching. Question 1-10 were in English and 11-20 were in isiZulu. The 

words were different in both languages but the same level of difficulty was maintained, they 

also ranged from disyllabic to poly-syllabic words. 

 

�!�!��'50()*�5-'�
Before attempting the comprehension questions in both languages, learners’ reading rates 

were established. The learners were assessed on reading rate which was taken to determine, 

more or less, the pace at which they were reading. The learners were given a reading passage 

first in English (see Appendix 2) and were all told to start reading at the same time, and after 

a minute, they were stopped and asked to circle the word they had been reading when they 

were stopped. The number of words that a learner would have read in a minute was taken to 

be the learner’s reading rate/speed. After the reading rate test in English, it was also done in 

isiZulu (see Appendix 3) and the same procedures were followed. After this, the learners 
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were then asked to do the comprehension test. They started with the English comprehension 

test and thereafter, they did the isiZulu comprehension test. 

 

�!�!��
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One of the objectives of this research project was to determine the bilingual learners’ com-

prehension strategies in the two languages, isiZulu and English, and to identify the partici-

pants’ reading skills in both languages, (see objective 1.3.2). Administering comprehension 

tests to the participants at both the vocabulary and comprehension levels was considered the 

most appropriate way to gather the required data. Studies such as Fakude (2014), Makalela, 

(2010), Pretorius and Mampuru (2007), confirms the effectiveness of vocabulary and com-

prehension questions in assessing a child’s comprehension skills. Study mode (2015) postu-

lates that reading comprehension questions test one’s ability to understand a passage on the 

basis of what is said and implied in the passage. According to Porter (1990 p.93), good learn-

ers use a variety of comprehension strategies simultaneously and “they know how to deliber-

ately apply specific strategies to aid their comprehension, participation with regard to chal-

lenging text or information.” In this study, the comprehension tests that I chose had the men-

tioned qualities. As a result, I concluded that they had the capacity to provide adequate data 

to determine how the participants mediate comprehension strategies in both languages. 

 

As mentioned above, the comprehension equivalent tests, (see Appendix 2 and 3) were 

adopted from a lager multilingual literacy project- Wits Abafunde-bahlalefe Multilingual Lit-

eracy Project (WAMLiP). Using these tests, the participants were tested both on literal and 

inferential comprehension skills. The comprehension questions in the tests were based on 

Bloom’s taxonomy to allow the testing of all cognitive skills used in reading thus allowing 

the testing for both literal and inferential skills that the research sought to investigate.  The 

texts that were used as the comprehension passages for both the English and isiZulu lan-

guages were extracted as they are from the Wits Abafunde-bahlalefe Multilingual Literacy 

Project (WAMLiP). Both passages had about 320 words each and were about animals. The 

English passage was about ants, a snake and a bird. The snake went and coiled itself around 

the bird’s eggs and took possession of them by force. The bird cried for help until some ants 

came to its rescue. The ants bit the snake and the snake finally left the bird’s eggs. The isiZu-

lu passage was about different animals. In this case, it was about an elephant which went to 

shake a tree where a bird had laid its nest. The bird protested but the elephant would not lis-
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ten until the bird flow into the elephant’s ear and pricked until the elephant ran away. The 

general theme in both stories was that powerful people in life should not use their power to 

oppress others because they can be defeated by people who are thought to be weak. I decided 

to use stories on animals because they easily capture the interest and imagination of children 

at this level whose life experiences are still limited to answer inferential comprehension ques-

tions. 

 

The five questions that tested literal comprehension skills were multiple choice questions for 

each language. All the answers for the literal questions were in the passage and the learners 

had to pick up these answers from the passage. This was measured at the value of 1. The in-

ference part of the comprehensions in both languages required the learners to write a para-

graph on what they could have done if they were in the position of one of the characters par-

ticularly, the bird.  The answers were not provided in the passage and the learners had to infer 

the answers from the passage. These parts were assigned 2 marks each. 

 

The test as a whole was administered to all the learners who were assessed as a group in their 

respective classrooms. Each participant was issued with a question paper to answer as an in-

dividual. The question paper provided spaces where the participants could write the answers. 

In order to ensure that that the learners understood the instructions correctly, and to clarify 

any words that may have been incorrectly read, the test giver went through the question paper 

with the participants. The tests were administered by both an L1 isiZulu speaker (research 

assistant) and L2 English speaker (the researcher). The entire test took participants about 45-

60 minutes to complete.  
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The data collected from all the different segments of the tests that were administered to the 

participants were put to coding and verification through the SPSS software. Thereafter it was 

analyzed using descriptive statistics involving means to measure the central tendencies and 

standard deviations to measure dispersion. Further matched t-tests were done to determine 

whether observed mean differences between the languages were statistically significant. The 

calculations of the matched t-test were pitched at the conventional significant level 0.05. 
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A number of instruments were used in the present research to investigate how multilingual 

children mediate reading in two languages which are not their home languages. It was im-

portant to consider the reliability and validity of the instruments that were used to collect data 

because, as Nunnally (1978) argues that, research requires dependable measurements. 

 

The relationship between the concepts validity and reliability is such that a valid test will also 

be reliable.  Phelan and Wren (2006 p.1) define validity as referring “to how well a test 

measures what it is purported to measure” and reliability as “the degree to which an assess-

ment tool produces stable and consistent results. Put differently, test reliability means that 

repeated measurements will give nearly the same results (Carmines & Zeller 1979).  Thus the 

reliability of a test can be considered to be a measure of its consistency. In this study, reliabil-

ity and validity were ensured by adopting the assessment tools from a lager multilingual liter-

acy project, Wits Abafunde- bahlalefe Multilingual Literacy Project (WAMLiP) where these 

tools have been in use for three years now. The instruments adopted could be considered 

standard tests and they are claimed to have a validity of 90% (Makalela 2012). The researcher 

also asked two different people to check the accuracy of the texts/test before they were given 

to the participants to ensure inter-reliability. In addition, a pilot study was also done to deter-

mine the reliability of the tests.  
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The ethical clearance to conduct this research was sought from the Wits School of Education. 

The researcher also sought permission to conduct the research from the Gauteng Department 

of Education under a lager multilingual literacy project- Wits Abafunde- bahlalefe Multilin-

gual Literacy Project (WAMLiP), (see Appendix 4). Permission was also sought from the 

respective local school authorities. 

 

All participants were informed at the beginning of the study what the research was about and 

what it intended to achieve. The participants were asked to sign consent forms before partici-

pating in the study.  Since the participants in this study are considered vulnerable, their par-

ents were given the information sheets and consent forms to inform or decline their child’s 

participation in the research. The principals’ and teachers’ consent was also sought. It was 
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made clear to all (participants, parents, principals and teachers) that participation was volun-

tary and that they would be allowed to withdraw from the study at any time. 

 

The participants and the school authorities were promised that the children’s names and the 

names of their schools would not appear in the final research report. The identities of the par-

ticipants would be protected at all costs. They were also told that the raw data that collected 

will be kept under the custody of the supervisor and will be destroyed within a period of 3-5 

years. 
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There are two limitations to the study.  First, the sample for the study was relatively small. 

The research had targeted 60 learners but only 45 were available to participate in the study. 

Be that as it may be 45 is a reasonable number to do quantitative study. 

 

The second limitation to the study was that there was missing data on some of the biograph-

ical information that was sought from the participants. The missing data was on gender/sex of 

some of the participants. 
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This chapter has described the research methodology that has been employed in this study. 

As a quantitative study, it relied on multi-stage sampling procedures to elicit data from 45 

participants. Details of data collection procedures, especially how the use of instruments 

adapted from Wits Abafunde-ba-hlalefe Multilingual Literacy Project (WAMLiP) were de-

scribed. Analysis relied on paired t-tests to compare means across a number of variables. The 

next chapter presents an analysis and discussion of the findings of this study. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: DATA PRESENTATION, INTERPRETATION AND  
ANALYSIS 

 

�!��������
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As mentioned previously, this study aimed at investigating how multilingual children mediate 

reading in two languages which are not their home/first languages. This chapter presents, in-

terprets and analyzes the data obtained from the study. The presentation follows data seg-

ments from questions on learners’ motivation, vocabulary questions (see Appendix 1) com-

prehension equivalent tests and oral reading speed tests (see Appendix 2 and 3). The type of 

data obtained from the tests is ordinal and descriptive statistics was used to analyze it. As 

mentioned earlier, means were used to measure central tendencies and standard deviations 

were used to measure dispersion. Further, statistical inferential tests, t- tests pitched at the 

alpha value of 0.05 were conducted to measure significance levels.  
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The forty five participants were asked to provide their demographic information including 

grade, gender and language background. It was necessary to elicit this information to ensure 

that all the characteristics required in the sample were represented. The results are summa-

rized below. 
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The participants were asked to indicate their grade level in the study. The results of their re-

sponses are presented in Fig 1 below.  
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The majority of the learners (19) were in grade 4 and this constitutes 42% of the sample. The 

second highest number of participants (15) was from grade 5 which is 31% of the sample. 

The lowest number of participants (12) was from grade 6 and this constitutes 26% of the 

sample. It was necessary to find out the grades of the participants in order to ensure that all 

the grades in the intermediate phase were represented. 

 

�!�!���')0'/>�'?�
Gender is the next biographical variable that this study focused on. The responses are pre-

sented in Fig 2 below. 

Figure 1: Grade Level 
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The figure shows that (21) of the participants, 47% of the learners were male and (22) of the 

participants, 49% were female. Two participants, 4% did not indicate their sex. In order to 

avoid bias towards one sex, the participants had to indicate their sexes and this helped the re-

searcher to ensure that all the sexes were represented in the sample. 
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The participants were also asked to indicate their home language in the study. The results of 

their responses are presented in Fig 3 below. 

 

 

 

Figure 2 : Gender / Sex 
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Figure 3:  First Language 

 

  

 

This figure shows that only seven home languages are dominant among the learners in this 

study. The majority of the learners have isixhosa as their home language (24%), followed by 

Sepedi with 22%. Ndebele had 16%. Siswati and Shona had 13% each while Venda had 7%. 

Xistonga had 4%.Language was the major determinate factor for the learners to participant in 

the study, it was crucial therefore for the participating learners to indicate their first lan-

guages. For a learner to participate in the present study, they should not have isiZulu as their 

home/first language. Eliciting the learners’ language background helped the researcher to 

know which and how many languages are available in the area to reflect the diversity of lan-

guages among the learners. 
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Available research on reading shows that most classroom teachers acknowledge that lack of 

motivation is at the root of many problems that learners face in reading for literacy achieve-

ment (Cordova & Lepper, 1996; Gambrell, Palmer, Codling & Mazzoni, 1996). It was neces-

sary in this study to determine the reading motivation of the participating learners. The study 

posed this research question: What are the learners’ motivations for reading in languages that 
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are not their mother tongues? To answer this question, the first part of the test paper (see Ap-

pendix 1) had 10 questions that sought to elicit information on the learners’ motivation for 

reading both at home and at school. The results are summarized in Table 1 below.  

 

 
Table 1: Motivation 
 

Number of 

participants 

Minimum 

score 

Maximum 

Score 

Mean Standard De-

viation 

(sd) 

45 0 9 5.73 2.807 

 

This table shows a minimum score of 0/10, a maximum score of 9/10, a mean of 5.73 and a 

standard deviation of 2.807. The mean score of 5.73 out of 10 shows that the degree to which 

these learners were motivated to read was low. For learners to be considered highly motivat-

ed to read, they should have an average score of 60% and above. The standard deviation 

2.807 shows that the group is homogenous. There are no real differences between the partici-

pants who are highly motivated and those who are not. 
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One of the objectives of the present study was to assess the learners’ vocabulary skills, which 

included phonemic, semantic and grapheme awareness. Informed by this objective, the study 

sought to answer the following question: What are the learners’ vocabulary skills at phono-

logical, semantic and grapheme levels in isiZulu and English? The participants were tested 

first on their spelling awareness. The results of this component of reading are presented in 

Table 2 below. 
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Table 2 : Word Reading (Spelling) 
 
Language  Number of 

Participants 
Minimum 

Score 
Maximum 

Score 
Mean Standard 

Deviation 
(sd) 

English 
isiZulu  

45 
45 

9 
3 

39 
39 

23.82 
27.71 

9.576 
10.359 

                     t = 1.849                df = 88     p > 0.05 
 

These test results show that the minimum score in the English spelling tests was 9/ 40 and the 

maximum score was 39/40. In isiZulu, on the other hand, the minimum score was 3/40 and 

the maximum score was 39/40. The learners had a mean score of 23.82 out of 40 (60%) in 

English and a mean of 27.71 out of 40 (69%) for isiZulu. Both mean scores show that the 

learners have low spelling awareness in both languages since both means are far below 75% 

of the total mark which is considered the bench mark. Although the mean scores are both 

lower  than the expected standard, the results show that the mean score was higher (69%) 

than English (60%) implying  that the learners performed better in isiZulu than in English. 

The standard deviations were 10.359 for IsiZulu and 9.576 for English. Both standard devia-

tions show that the participating learners were a homogenous group in their level of spelling 

awareness in each of the languages.  

 

To compare the means between the two languages, a paired t- test was conducted and pitched 

at a significance level �  of 0.05. The results (t = 1.849; df = 8; p > 0.05) indicate that there is 

no statistically significant difference between the learners’ performance in the two languages. 

This suggests that the learners performed essentially at the same level despite the language 

they were reading in.  

 

What is striking about these results is that learners have displayed a relatively high level of 

spelling awareness at 69% in IsiZulu which is not their mother tongue. This finding was un-

expected because reading research in South Africa has generally found out that usually learn-

ers do not read well in African/home languages. (see, for example, Pretorius & Mampuru 

2007; Pretorius & Currin 2010; Makalela, 2012; 2010; Matjila &  Pretorius, 2004).  When 

compared to other learners in the previous studies, the present learners actually read at a 

higher level. Matjila and Pretorius (2004) report that, generally, learners in South Africa read 

below the level of 60%. Since the learners in the present study could read relatively well in a 
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language which is not their mother tongue compared to learners who read poorly in their own 

mother tongues as seen in the previous studies,  it can be argued that the concept of first/ 

home language for these type of learners is irrelevant. These  learners  are  coming  from a  

background where  there  is  diversity  of languages as  reflected  in  Figure 3 on the bio-

graphic information of the learners. In such a background, there is usually hybridity, fluidity 

and fuzziness among  language boundaries allowing learners to  use  all the  languages  ac-

cessible to  them  so  that  it  will be  difficult  to put clear  boundaries  among  these lan-

guages  and  attach  one language to a child claiming it to be the child’s true  or clear  mother  

tongue (Makalela, 2013). 
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Another aspect of vocabulary skills that was tested in this study in conjunction with spelling 

awareness was word picture mapping. After spelling the word, the learners had to identify the 

picture that matched the spelt word. The results of this set of data are shown in Table 3 be-

low. 

 

Table 3: Word Reading (Word picture mapping) 
 
Language  Number of 

Participants 

Minimum 

Score 

Maximum 

Score 

Mean Standard 

Deviation 

(sd) 

English 

isiZulu  

45 

45 

4 

1 

10 

10 

8.40 

8.18 

4.545 

1.838 

 

                 t = 0.301              df = 88     p >0.05 

 

The results showed that the learners had minimum score of 4/10 and a maximum score of 

10/10in English. They had a minimum score of 1/10 and a maximum score of 10/10 in isiZu-

lu. The learners’ mean score was 8.40 out of 10 which is equivalent to 84%, in English and 

8.18 out 10, which is equivalent to 82% in isiZulu with regards to word picture mapping 

skills. These two mean scores exhibit that the participating learners have high word picture 

mapping skills (above 80%) in both languages. These results further suggest that these learn-

ers can read very well in both languages. The results also reflect that the mean score was 

slightly higher in English (84%) than in isiZulu (82%).  The standard deviations were low in 
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both languages which were 4.545 for English and 1.838for isiZulu. This indicates that the 

learners’ performance was homogeneous in both languages. 

 

The next task was to test whether the differences that resulted in the two subjects were statis-

tically significant. A paired t- test was conducted to compare the means scores in English and 

isiZulu whose results showed that the differences were not statistically significant (t = 0.3; df 

= 88; p>0.05) which implies that there are no real differences between the participants’ per-

formance in English and isiZulu. 

 

 In contrast to previous studies such as Pretorius and Currin (2010) and, Matjila & Pretorius 

(2004) who observed that, in South Africa, generally, learners have poor reading skills in-

cluding vocabulary skills even in their own mother tongues, the present study shows that 

learners have very high scores in vocabulary skills, 84% in English and 82% in isiZulu. An 

important issue emerging from these findings is that learners are capable of reading in lan-

guages that are not their mother tongues. This point has also been observed of the results on 

the learners’ spelling skills above. Taken together, these results confirm the argument that the 

concept of first/home or mother tongue does not apply to learners who have access to a num-

ber of languages. The participating learners live in an environment where boundaries among 

languages have become blurred. Under these circumstances, it is difficult to tie learners to 

specific languages as their mother tongues. All the languages are at the learners’ disposal and 

the languages are used interchangeably as needs so demand. In other words, the learners are 

involved in a process that could be referred to as ‘languaging’ whereby they move from one 

language to another language in continuous action of engaging in language use. In this case, 

the learners understand all the languages around them hence they are capable of reading in 

any of the languages that are not considered as their mother tongues officially. It is also sig-

nificant to note that the learners read at more or less the same level in English and isiZulu as 

reflected by the t test results which showed that the differences between the mean scores in 

the two languages are not statistically significant. Reading at the same level in languages that 

are not the learners’ languages further confirm that they can read in whatever language that 

they understand.  

 

 



 
 

44 
 

�!�!���3/0�'.3*)(-(3)�
To further define the learners’ vocabulary skills, the learners were tested on word recognition 

whereby they had to select among four given pictures for one question, a picture that matched 

the given word in the question. The results of this aspect of vocabulary skills are reflected in 

Table 4 below. 

 
 Table 4: Word Reading (Word Recognition) 
 
 
Language  Number of 

Participants 

Minimum 

Score 

Maximum 

Score 

Mean Standard 

Deviation 

(sd) 

English 

isiZulu  

45 

45 

0 

1 

10 

10 

6.38 

6.91 

1.800 

2.703 

 

                       t = 1.251           df = 88        p >0.05 

 

Table four above shows that the learners had a minimum score of 0/10 and a maximum score 

of 10/10 in English. They also had a minimum score of 1/10 and a maximum of 10/10 in Isi-

Zulu. The results further show a mean score of 6.38 out 10 (64%) in English and a mean of 

6.91 out of 10 (69%) in isiZulu. Both these mean scores show that the participating learners 

have poor reading skills in both languages since their performance is below (75 %) which is 

considered as the bench mark. These results further reveal a higher mean score of 6.91 in isi-

Zulu than in English which has a mean score of 6.38 suggesting that the learners performed 

better in isiZulu than in English. The standard deviations were both low, 1.800 in English and 

2.704 in isiZulu. This shows that the learners were a homogeneous group in their perfor-

mances in both languages. A paired t test was conducted to compare the mean scores in both 

languages. The results of the t test showed that the differences in the mean scores were not 

statistically significant (t = 1.25; df = 88; p >0.05), suggesting that there are no real differ-

ences between the participants’ performance in English and isiZulu. These  findings reveal 

that  although  the  learners  performance  in  both  languages is taken to be  below  standard , 

they  still  show  that  they  are capable  of  reading  in  a  language  that  is  not  their  mother  

tongue. These results further confirm the  argument that the concept  of  home/  first  lan-

guages or  mother  tongue  are  irrelevant  for  this type of  learners. 
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One of the main objectives of the study was to determine the reading speed/ rate of the learn-

ers in both languages and one of the research questions was: What is the learners’ reading 

rate/speed in English and isiZulu? Table 5 below reflects the reading rates in the two lan-

guages. 

Table 5:  Reading Speed 
 
Language  Number of 

Participants 

Minimum 

Score 

Maximum 

Score 

Mean Standard 

Deviation 

(sd) 

English 

isiZulu  

45 

45 

0 

0 

322 

258 

128.64 

122.40 

72.226 

69.309 

                            t = 0.418             df = 88         p>0.05 

                  

With regards to reading rate, the tests showed a minimum reading rate of 0 words per minute 

and a maximum reading rate of 322 words per minute in English. In isiZulu, the minimum 

reading rate was 0 words per minute and the maximum reading rate was 258 words per mi-

nute. The tests also show that the learners have an average speed of 128.64 words per minute 

in English and an average of 122.40 per minute in isiZulu. These results reveal that the learn-

ers have very low reading speeds (below the benchmark of 160 words per minute) in both 

languages. The tests show that the learners had a standard deviation of 72.226 in English and 

standard deviation of 69.309 in isiZulu.  Both of these standard deviations show that the par-

ticipating learners did not diverge much from the means, showing that they performed at 

more or less the same level. A paired t test was conducted to compare the mean reading speed 

scores in both languages. The differences in the reading speeds between the two languages 

was found not to be statistically significant (t = 0.418; df = 88; p>0.05) which means that 

there are no real differences between the participants’ reading speeds in English and isiZulu. 

 

The fact that learners read below the standard speed is consistent with findings of other re-

searchers in South Africa. These include studies done by Pretorius and Mampuru, (2007), 

Matjila and Pretorius (2004) and Makalela (2010), (2012) which observed that learners in 

South Africa read below the bench mark of 160 words per minute. An important issue emerg-

ing from these findings is that the learners in this study, who read in a language which is not 

their mother tongue, read at par with learners who were reading in their own mother tongues. 
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This observation further confirms the claim that a learner can read in any language that 

he/she understands, which does not necessarily have to be the learners’ first language. 
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Identifying the learners’ literal reading skills was another objective of the present study. This 

objective led to the following research question: What are the literal comprehension skills of 

the bilingual readers in both isiZulu and English? The results on this aspect of reading are 

presented in Table 6 below. 

 
Table 6: Literal Comprehension 
 
Language  Number of 

Participants 

Minimum 

Score 

Maximum 

Score 

Mean Standard 

Deviation 

(sd) 

English 

isiZulu  

45 

45 

0 

0 

5 

5 

1.73 

1.62 

1.286 

1.3 

 

                         t = 2.046                  df = 88       p > 0.05 

 

The test results show that the learners had a minimum score of 0/5 and maximum score of 5/5 

in English. These results also show that the learners had a minimum score of 0/5 and maxi-

mum score of 5/5 in isiZulu. The results further show a mean score of 1.73 out 5 (35%) in 

English and a mean score of 1.62 out of 5 (32%) in isiZulu. This reflects that the learners’ 

degrees of literal comprehension skills when measured against the 75% are low in both lan-

guages: 35% in English and 32% in isiZulu. The standard deviations were 1.286 in English 

and 0.726 in isiZulu. Both the standard deviations show that the learners were a homogene-

ous group in their performances in both languages.  A paired t test was conducted to compare 

the mean scores in both languages and it showed that the differences among the mean scores 

in the two languages are not statistically significant (t = 2.046; df = 88; p > 0.05). There are 

interesting observations and arguments that can be made as far as these results are concerned. 

The first observation is that it is on this particular aspect of reading that the learners per-

formed the worst. The reason for this poor performance could be that comprehension skills 

require higher cognitive skills compared to vocabulary skills. The learners would therefore 
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need a lot of coaching to do well here as they might have not yet mastered this high level 

skill. Another reason could be that the learners are just not motivated to read as has been re-

flected by the results on motivation. This lack of motivation is likely to affect their compre-

hension skills. However, it can also be observed that despite the fact that these results are 

very poor, they are in the same range with results from other studies. Fakude (2014), for ex-

ample, indicate that primary school learners in South Africa read at a level of (+/- 40%). 

From these observations it can still be argued that learners observed in this study are quite 

capable of reading in languages that are not their mother tongues. 
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Oakhill, Cain and Yulli (1998) argue that the ability to answer text-based inference questions 

rather than literal ones is a reliable indicator of how well a reader understands a text.  In-

formed by this argument, it was necessary therefore in this study, in addition to assessing the 

learners’ literal comprehension skills, to assess their inferential comprehension skills. This 

research posed the question: What are the inferential comprehension skills of the bilingual 

readers in both isiZulu and English? In order to assess their inferential processing for read 

information the participating learners were asked one high order question (in both languages) 

to connect the stories they had read to their imagined life situations.  The question was meas-

ured at a score of 2. The results of this test are shown in Table 7 below. 

 

Table 7: Inferential Comprehension 
 
 
Language  Number of 

Participants 

Minimum 

Score 

Maximum 

Score 

Mean Standard 

Deviation 

(sd) 

English 

isiZulu  

45 

45 

0 

0 

2  

2 

1.18 

0.80 

0.8 

0.8 

 

                             t = 2.046 df = 88      p <0.05 

With regards to inferential comprehension, the test showed that learners had a minimum 

score of 0/2 and a maximum of 2/2 in English and also a minimum score 0/2 and maximum 

score of 2/2 in isiZulu. The tests results also show a mean score of 1.18 out of 2 (59%) in 
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English and a mean score of 0.80 out of 2 (40%) in isiZulu. These results show that the learn-

ers have low inferential skills in both languages. The standard deviations were 0.8 in both 

languages showing that the learners were a homogeneous group and they did not diverge 

much from the means. The next task was to test whether the differences in the two means was 

statistically significant. A t test was done and the results indicated the differences were statis-

tically significant (t = 2.046; df = 88; p <0.05). These results suggest that the learners per-

formed well in English than in isiZulu. The reason for this could be that there are a lot of 

reading materials in English than in the local languages exposing the learners to more prac-

tice in English than in indigenous languages. Previous studies which include Pretorius & 

Mampuru (2007) argue that learners do better in English because English is a well-resourced 

subject.  

 

The interesting thing to note about these findings is that they reveal that learners in this study 

read at par with learners from previous studies. The fact that these none first language speak-

ers of isiZulu read at the same level with first language speakers of South African’s indige-

nous languages makes one to further argue that the issue of first language is not important in 

reading particularly with multilingual readers. 
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From the results of this research, four major theoretical interpretations can be deduced. First-

ly, this research confirms the claim that, in South Africa, primary school leaners read below 

expected standards. Conforming findings from previous studies on reading in second lan-

guage in South Africa, the findings of the present research have also revealed that primary 

school learners in South Africa read below the standard bench marks. The participating learn-

ers performed below the benchmark (75%) in all the tests they were given. On spelling 

awareness they scored an average of 60% in English and 69% in isiZulu. On word matching 

skills tests, they had a mean score of 63% in English and 69% in isiZulu. Concerning literal 

comprehension skills they had an average of 35% in English and 32% in isiZulu. On inferen-

tial comprehension skills they had an average of 59% in English and 40% in isiZulu. All 

these marks when compared against the 75% benchmark, they are considered to be below 

standard. It was only in picture matching skills that they had 84% in English and 82% in isi-

Zulu. 
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The results from this study also showed that the learners’ reading speed was below the ex-

pected standard. The standard reading speed is 160 per minute but from the findings of this 

study the learners’ had an average reading speed of 128 words per minute in English and 122 

words per minute in isiZulu. The findings that learners’ read below the expected level, as has 

been mentioned above, finds theoretical support from studies which include: Pretorius & 

Lephalal (2011), Pretorius and Mampuru (2007), Matjila and Pretorius (2004), Makalela 

(2010), (2012) and, Fakude (2014). This research therefore adds to the growing body of evi-

dence of  that  primary  school  learners  in  South  Africa  read  below  the  expected  levels.  

 

The second theoretical interpretation unique to this study is that a learner can read in any lan-

guage which s/he understands and it does not necessarily need to be the learners’ mother 

tongue. In this way, the mother tongue factor is not important when it comes to reading. The 

learners in this study do not have isiZulu as their mother tongue but they read in isiZulu and 

English, both languages not their mother tongues, at the same level with mother tongue 

speakers who read in their mother tongues and English in previous studies. Previous research, 

as mentioned above, has shown that mother tongue speakers read below the expected stand-

ards in both their mother tongues and in English. Similarly, the present research has shown 

that, the participating learners actually read better than the learners from previous studies. 

Fakude (2014) observed that learners were reading at low levels in both the participants’ 

home language and English with average of (= +/-40%). In another study, Matjila and Preto-

ria (2004) reports that the learners’ performance on all components of the assessment tasks in 

both languages was at frustration level (i.e. below 60%). Pretorius and Currin (2010) noted 

extreme low reading  comprehensions scores at  the start  of  the  intervention  programme 

(30%  and 29.5% for  Northern  Sotho  and  English,  respectively). After 3 years  of  inter-

vention,  the mean score for  Northern  Sotho  comprehension  had  still  not   reached  40%  

while  the  mean  for  English  comprehension rose up to  47.8%. Comparing  with  results  

from  these  previous  studies  it  can  be  argued  that learners  in the present  study  read far  

above  the  mother  tongue  speakers and the  results  exhibit that  learners are  capable  of  

reading  in  a  language that  is  not  their  mother  tongue. 

 

To  further  show  that  these  learners  are  reading  at  a better  level  than  mother  tongue 

speakers, their performances could be compared  to the Annual National Assessment  (ANA) 

results.  ANA tests are South African national tests used to evaluate learners’ performance 

across the country. The ANA results of 2012, 2013 and 2014 show that learners perform be-
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low 60% which means that the present learners are much better when compared to the learn-

ers who sat for the 2012, 2013 and 2014 ANA examinations as indicated in tables below. 

 

 

Table 8: National average percentage marks for Home languages, 2012, 2013 & 2014 
 
Grade 2012 2013 2014 

4 43 49 57 

5 40 46 57 

6 43 59 63 

 
Table 9: First additional language average percentage mark 2012, 2013 & 2014 
 
 
Grade 2012 2013 2014 

4 34 39 41 

5 30 37 47 

6 36 40 45 

 

The 2012 ANA results showed that the national average performances for grades 4 were 43% 

in Home language and 34% in First Additional language. For grades 5 the average was 40% 

in Home language and 30% in First Additional language.  For grade 6 the average was 43% 

in Home language and 36% for First additional language. The 2013 ANA results showed that 

the national average performances for grades 4 were 49% in Home language and 39% in First 

Additional language. For grades 5 the average was 46% in Home language and 37% in First 

Additional language.  For grade 6 the average was 59% in Home language and 40% for First 

additional. The 2014 ANA results showed that the national average performances for grades 

4 were 57% in Home language and 41% in First Additional language. For grades 5 the aver-

age was 57% in Home language and 47% in First Additional language.  For grade 6 the aver-

age was 63% in Home language and 45% for First additional language. The results reveal that 

learners in the intermediate phase across the country read below 60% on average. The fact 

that the learners in the present study also read in English, which is a foreign language at such 

a level, confirms that they are even better readers. This finding was unexpected and suggests 

that a learner can read in any language as long as they understand it. 

 



 
 

51 
 

A significant  issue  emerging  from  these  findings  is  the  irrelevancy  of  first /home lan-

guage  among  multilingual  learners.  As has been mentioned in the section on the learners’ 

biographic information, the participating learners come from a mixed language background. 

The learners  live in  a  high  density  suburb which  since  the  dawn of South  Africa’s  new  

political  dispensation the area  has  experienced  a lot  of  migration. These movements of 

people have consequently led to a leakage among language boundaries. The learners grew up 

expose to more than one language which makes it difficult to tie them to a particular language 

as their mother tongue. In other words, the way how these learners manage to read in two 

languages that are not their mother tongues can be understood through the principles of 

translanguaging. As translanguaging theory suggests, these have an extended repertoires of 

languages that they pool together to suit their communication needs. The learners’ infor-

mation on first /home languages shows that there are 8 languages in the area including isiZu-

lu. Under these circumstances, the learners use all these languages as need so demand and it 

can be argued that what they are doing is ‘languaging.’ It will be very difficult to assign them 

a mother tongue suggesting that the mother tongue concept is artificial labelling for them. 

This concept is too idealistic for such a community that is characterized by high levels of mi-

gration and multilingualism. When these learners are outside school they use all the lan-

guages accessible to  them  but  when  they  come to school, the school tries to put boundaries 

among the learners’ languages by demanding learners to learn  in  only  one  particular  lan-

guage thus  constraining  the  learners’ linguistic wiring and creativity. 

 

The third theoretical interpretation that arises from the findings of this study is that there is no 

linear relationship between the acquisition of the so called ‘first’ and ‘second’ language. The 

concepts suggested by the  second  language theories from the West such  as those proposed  

by  the  Linguistic Interdependency Hypothesis theory do not apply universally. The Linguis-

tic Interdependence Hypothesis theory assumes full proficiency in first (L1) as a precursor for 

second (L2) reading development. In addition, it assumes a linear linguistic development on 

literacy development between L1 and L2. Firstly, on the basis of the findings, I argue that 

concepts such as L1, L2 or additional languages no longer apply to the complex multilingual 

nature of the present day communities where children grow up speaking more than two lan-

guages. There is no distance between Shona, Sepedi, Venda and an isiZulu speaking children 

because they could all read in isiZulu and in English.  Secondly I argue that there is no clear 

linear relationship between or among languages but rather languages do embed in each other. 

Basing on the performance of the learners in the present research, one can ask which thresh-
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old in ‘one’s language’ should be reached. It can also be argued that for these learners decod-

ing and comprehension occurs simultaneously in more than two languages and how then do 

we account, theoretically, for the murky reading development in these contexts. 

 

They way in which the learners were reading in this study could be understood using the 

biliteracy framework and translanguaging frameworks. The biliteracy framework argues that 

literacy is affected by the context, development, and the media of biliteracy. It also suggests 

that one language and literacy is developed in relation to another in a continuous interaction, 

all points; are inextricably linked. This model could be used to explain how the participating 

learners in the present study read since they could decode and comprehend simultaneously in 

two different languages which are both not their mother tongues.  It could be argued that their 

reading skills are inextricably linked in both English and isiZulu where the languages are not 

in a dichotomous key classification of bilingualism. In their minds, the learners are not treat-

ing the languages in silos but they are ‘languaging’ from one language to another. The learn-

ers dwell on the aspects of all the languages available to them and use the languages concur-

rently to epstemically access knowledge both at school and home.  

 

This claim that multilingual learners use all languages that are at their disposal simultaneous-

ly finds theoretical support in the translanguaging framework which is one of the frames that 

has been used to understand reading in the current study. Translanguaging claims that there 

are no boundaries between languages but rather appreciates the fact that languages cannot be 

controlled as that they flow, leak or are embedded into each other and thus can be used in 

classroom context to enhance understanding of new concepts. In this case, Translanguaging 

offers better explanations as to how multilingual learners read.  

 

The final theoretical interpretation that comes from the findings of this study is that it is 

wrong to assume that literacy can only be acquired through one language. The assumption 

that literacy should be acquired through one language is based on the one-nation, one lan-

guage, ideology which dominated Europe in the 1820s (Makalela, 2005; Ricento 2006). The  

ideology  aims at  avoiding  cross-contamination  between  the  target  language or the  medi-

um  of  instruction, usually  English and  foreign language in the case of European countries 

or  indigenous in the case of African countries. According  to the  ideology, schools should 

fulfil their roles as agents of the states and  should  therefore  insist on monolingual practices 

that  protect the  hegemonic position   of  states’  dominant  languages. This  ideology due to 
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political, economic and historical factors has been adopted and perpetuated in the multilin-

gual and African  contexts  where multilingual  learners are forced  to  learn  through  only  

one  indigenous  language then  later  transfer to English as the LoLT as a policy. The find-

ings in this study reject the assumptions and principles of this theory and suggest that it is 

possible for learners to learn in whatever language and any language can be used as the 

LoLT. The important issue is simply to develop the languages concerned. 
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This chapter aimed at presenting and analyzing the data found in the study. The findings are 

that generally learners have poor reading skills (+/- 60%) in isiZulu and English when com-

pared to the 75% bench mark. However, the results reveal that the learners in this study read 

at a better level than their mother tongue counter parts from other studies. From the findings 

in this study four theoretical interpretations were made. Firstly, primary school learners in 

South Africa read below the expected standards. Secondly,   the concepts of mother tongue, 

first, second language or additional languages no longer apply to today’s multilingual learn-

ers. Thirdly, the theories on second language which are based on Western contexts such as 

the Linguistic Hypothesis theory do not necessarily apply in multilingual contexts like Africa. 

The fourth theoretical interpretation is that the use of monolingual and monologic approaches 

used to teach learners in multilingual contexts could stifle creativity and impede cognitive 

growth and development of the multilingual learners. The following chapter summarizes the 

findings of this study and recommends areas that may require further exploration. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
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This chapter aims at summarizing the whole study describing briefly the issues found in each 

of the chapters. It is also concerned with exhibiting the extent to which the research topic and 

questions have been addressed. It also seeks to give recommendations specific to the research 

findings.  
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Chapter one served as an orientation to the study and outlined the problems that necessitated 

the study.  The problem statement of this study was that world-wide, due to the massive mi-

gration of people, children grow up speaking more than one language and this imposes 

unique challenges on how these children negotiate literacy skills. There is very little research 

on how multilingual children acquire literacy skills through languages that are not their 

mother tongues.  In South Africa too, minimal research attention has been directed towards 

bi/multiliterate development despite the fact that the country is highly multilingual, with 

eleven official languages. The South African language- in- education policy leaves the choice 

of the indigenous language as languages of instruction to the discretion of the schools’ gov-

erning body.  In this context, many children find themselves having to acquire literacy skills 

through languages that are not their mother tongues. This study was also aimed at shedding 

more light on the reading skills of learners who do not have isiZulu as their mother tongue 

but they acquire literacy through isiZulu from (grade 1-3) and then through English from 

(grade 4 upwards). The problem statement therefore, was focused on the following objec-

tives: 

• To assess the motivations of the learners on the reading process 

• To assess their vocabulary skill this includes: phonemic awareness, semantic aware-

ness, graphemic/spelling awareness. 

• To evaluate their word picture matching skills in English and isiZulu 

• To determine the readers’ reading rate/speed in both languages 

• To identify their literal and inferential reading skills 
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Chapter two provided a literature review categorized in themes which are as follows; theoret-

ical frameworks, motivation in reading, word level reading in L2 reading, reading rates and 

reading comprehension skills in L2 reading. The reviewed literature shows that research only 

tells of the problems of reading in home languages where the learners are reading below the 

expected level. The reviewed literature also exhibited that although there is an immense 

amount of research about reading in home and second language reading few studies have 

been conducted to determine how multilingual readers read in languages that are not their 

home languages/ mother tongues. There is need  for  research  that  explores  the  predica-

ment  of  children  who  have  to  learn  literacy  in  a  school’s  home  language  and  the  

LoLT different  from  their   mother tongues. Reading literacy theories seem lopsided and are 

unable to account for complex reading development in the context of mobility. In particular, 

they fail to account for concurrent development of reading skills/strategies and synergies be-

tween languages that are not the readers’ first language. 

 

Chapter three described the research methodology that was employed in this study. The re-

search design employed is quantitative. Through multiple sampling procedures, 45 bilingual 

readers were selected as the sample for the study. The instruments used were vocabulary and 

comprehension equivalent tests which were adopted from a larger multiliteracy project called 

Wits Abafunde bahlalefe Multilingual Literacy Project (WAMLiP). The participating learners 

were tested on reading rate/speed, vocabulary skills. The data gathered from these tests was 

coded and verified through the SPSS software. Thereafter, it was analyzed using descriptive 

statistics involving means to measure the central tendencies and standard deviations to meas-

ure dispersion. Further matched t-tests were done to determine whether observed mean dif-

ferences between the languages were statistically significant.  

 

Chapter four aimed at discussing the findings of the study in-order to address the research 

questions. The first research question sought to establish the learners’ motivation for reading 

and the findings show that learners were not highly motivated to read because their degree of 

motivation is less than 60% and this is considered to be way below the benchmark. The sec-

ond research questions of the study asked about the learners’ vocabulary skills in both isiZulu 

and English. On  spelling  awareness  they  scored an  average  of  60%  in  English  and  

69%  in  isiZulu. These results reflect that the learners have low spelling awareness in both 

languages since both means are far below 75% which is considered the benchmark. The 

learners had high word picture mapping skills since their average performance was above 
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80% in both languages. On  word  picture  mapping  skills  they  had 84%  in English  and 

82%  in isiZulu. Concerning word recognition skills the participating learners performed 

poorly with an average percentage below 75 % which is the bench mark. They had a mean 

score of 63% in English and 69%  in  isiZulu. The study also sought to find out the learners’ 

reading speeds in both languages. The findings on the learners’ reading speeds show that the 

learners reading speeds were lower than the 160 words per minute which is the bench mark in 

both languages. They had  average  reading  speeds of 128  word per  minute  in  English  and 

122 words per minute  in  isiZulu. Another research question aimed at establishing the com-

prehension skills of the participating learners. 

 

The results reflect that learners’ degrees of literal and inferential comprehension skills are 

low in both languages. Concerning literal comprehension skills they had an average of 35% 

in English and 32% in isiZulu. On inferential comprehension skills they had an average of 

59% in English and 40% in isiZulu. This chapter also discussed the theoretical interpretations 

particular to this study. From the findings of this study four theoretical interpretations were 

made. The first is that primary school learners in South Africa read below the expected stand-

ard. Secondly, the concepts of mother tongue, first, second language or additional languages 

do apply to today’s multilingual learners. The third theoretical interpretation was that the the-

ories on second language which are based on Western contexts such as the Linguistic Hy-

pothesis theory do not necessarily apply in multilingual and African contexts. The fourth and 

final theoretical interpretation is that the mono-lingual and monologic approaches used to 

teach learners from multilingual contexts constraints the multilingual speakers’ linguistic en-

dowments. 

 

 

�!����#��	���������	����������� �
This research has investigated how bilingual children who are in the intermediate phase of 

their primary education and do not have isiZulu as their first language, mediate reading skills 

when reading in two languages. The theoretical frameworks that have been used in this re-

search are the Linguistic Interdependency Hypothesis,   Biliteracy Continua framework and 

Translanguaging. 
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The first major finding was that the participating learners are not highly motivated to read as 

is reflected by their average score on motivation which was 57%. This score is considered to 

be below the bench mark which is 75%. The second finding was that the learners have low 

vocabulary skills in both isiZulu and English. On  spelling  awareness  they  scored an  aver-

age  of  60%  in  English  and  69%  in  isiZulu. On word  matching  skills  tests, they  had  a 

mean  score  of 63%  in  English  and 69%  in  isiZulu. Both the mean scores show that the 

learners have low spelling awareness in both languages since both means are far below the 

75% bench mark. However, on picture matching skills they had 84% in English and 82% in 

isiZulu. Thirdly it was found that learners have low reading speed in both languages. They 

had  average  reading  speeds of 128  word per  minute  in  English  and 122 words per mi-

nute  in  isiZulu. Both these reading speeds are considered to be below the standard which is 

160 words per minute. The other finding was that participating learners have low literal and 

inferential comprehension skills. Concerning literal comprehension skills they had an average 

of 35% in English and 32% in isiZulu. On inferential comprehension skills they had an aver-

age of 59% in English and 40% in isiZulu. These average score are below the 75% bench-

mark hence the leaners are said to have poor comprehension skills. Overall, the participating 

learners read in both languages at more or less the same level and they read at par with other 

participants from previous studies. In fact the learners in this study who are non- mother 

tongue speakers of the languages that they were tested in, read at a better level than learners 

from previous studies who are mother tongue speakers of the indigenous languages that they 

were tested in. The learners in this study had mean scores of below 40% in only three out of 

the ten tests that they had. Learners from previous studies are reported to read below 40% in 

all aspects of the tests that they had. 

 

 

�!���
������������
This  research  set out to investigate how  multilingual  learners  mediate  reading  in  two  

languages  that  are  not  their  mother  tongues  and  several  findings  have  been  made. Bas-

ing on these findings some recommendations could be made. 

 

One of the  findings  of  this  study  is that  the participating learners were not  very  highly 

motivated  to read and  they  read  far  below the  expected  standards. Their  motivation to 

read is rated to be below 60% and their general performance in most  components  of  the  
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tests  they  were  given  is  far  below  the 75%  benchmark. Basing on these findings it is 

recommended therefore, that schools should implement intervention programmes that could 

motivate children to read and teach learners more reading skills so that their performance 

may rise to the expected standards. 

 

Secondly, this study has found out that non-mother tongue speakers of a language can read in 

that language. The results have further shown  that  the  participating  learners perform at  an 

even  higher  level  than  learners from other  studies  who  are  mother  tongue speakers of 

the indigenous languages that they were tested in. These findings suggest that the concept of 

mother tongue is not important factor when it comes to reading and the concept is even irrel-

evant to this kind of learners. It is recommendable therefore for schools to deceit from em-

phasizing on this concept in teaching children to read. Schools  should  open  up  traditional 

spaces and reject policies that are restricted to formalized,  monolingual, monoculture,  

monologist  and rule governed forms of language and accommodate  and promote the linguis-

tic  endowments of multilingual learners which they bring to school. Schools and education 

systems should consider refraining from treating languages in silos if they truly need to equip 

learners with skills to keep abreast with the challenges they would meet at the end of their 

school lives. 

 

The findings of this study have revealed that theories about second language reading do not 

apply universally.  The study has shown that theories such as the Linguistic Interdependence 

Hypothesis theory fail to account for the complex reading development in the context of mul-

tilingual readers read and how learners without a mother tongue being offered in school, read 

in other languages that are not  their mother tongues. It is recommended that research should 

come up with new theories that speak to the multilingual contexts instead of relying on theo-

ries that were researched in monolingual Western context. 

 

The findings of this study suggest that the approaches that are being used to teach multilin-

gual learners are limited and they constrain the multilingual learner. Basing on these findings, 

it is recommended that educational institutions should  resist being  made state agents which 

insist on monolingual practices that tend to silence the ways  in which multilingual children 

access information outside the school setting as this  limits their success in education result-

ing from failure to negotiate academic content. It is recommendable for policy makers to re-
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think language policies in education and include heteroglossic pedagogical practices in their 

policies. 

 

It is recommended, therefore, that teachers should use dynamic approaches to teaching such 

as translanguaging. The use of translanguaging as a pedagogical tool enables the education of 

the total learner by valuing the languages the learner has at his/her disposal, his background , 

experiences, skills and intellectual capacities all channeled  into helping them to negotiate 

and understand education material. These linguistic repertoires are utilized for the learners’ 

academic achievement as well as their total individual development. Translanguaging offers 

possibilities of opening up traditional spaces and pedagogical replacement of monoglosic 

practices in the present schools. Translanguaging would equip the African child who in most 

cases is the one who is expected to learn in a language which is not a mother tongue, to oper-

ate fully in today’s society. 

 

 

�!�����
��
�������
The purpose of the present research was to investigate how multilingual children who are in 

the intermediate phase of their primary education (grade 4-6)  who do not have isiZulu as 

their first  language,  mediate reading skills when reading in two languages (isiZulu and Eng-

lish) which  are not their mother tongues. The results of the study revealed that learners read 

below the expected standards. The results also showed that although the learners read below 

the benchmarks, they read at par with their counter parts from previous research. These find-

ings are significant in that they suggest that learners can read in any language they under-

stand, which does not have to be their mother tongues. These findings add to the understand-

ing that the concept of mother tongue is irrelevant in the reading process. This study adds to 

the body of knowledge around reading in a second language and rejects some of the princi-

ples suggested in the theories on second language reading. This study specifically rejects 

claims such that there is a bi-directional transfer of literacy skills, behaviours and strategies 

between the first (L1) and second (L2) language. The study suggests that there is need for 

new theories research in multilingual contexts to explain theoretically for the murky reading 

development in these contexts. To develop new lenses of understanding literacy from com-

plex multilingual spaces, future research should concentrate on children who have to do liter-

acy in languages other than their mother tongues. 
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APPENDICES 
 
APPENDIX 1: MOTIVATION QUESTIONS  
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APPENDIX 2: VOCABULARY TEST FOR BOTH LANGUAGES 
 
Section A 
 
Listen to the word the teacher says. Find the Picture that goes with the word.  
Put an X under the picture. Write the word in the first box on the left.  
Example 
 

 
 

______Flower______________ 
  

    
 
 

  

�  �  �  �  
 
 
1. 
 
 
______________________ 
 

 
 

  

�  �  �  �  
2. 
 
 
 
_____________________   

 
 

�  �  �  �  
3. 
 
 
 
______________________ 
 

 
 

  

�  �  �  �  
4. 
 
 
 
______________________ 
 

  
 

 

�  �  �  �  
5. 
 
 
 
______________________ 
 

  
 

 
�  �  �  �  
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6. 
 
 
______________________ 
     

�  �  �  �  
7. 
 
 
______________________ 
   

 

 �  �  �  �  
8. 
 
 
______________________ 
   

  

 �  �  �  �  
9. 
 
 
______________________ 
   

  

 �  �  �  �  
10. 
 
 
______________________ 
    
 �  �  �  �  
 
 
ISIZULU (VERSION) 
Lalela igama umcwaningi alishoyo.Thola isithombe esihambelana nalo. Bhala uphawu X 
ebhokisini elincane elingaphansi kwesithombe okuyisona sona.Bhala igama okuyilo 
ebhokisini lokuqala ngasesandleni sesinxele. 
Isibonelo: 
 

 
 

______Inkukhu_____________ 
  

    
 

 
  

�  �  �  �  
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11. 
 
 
______________________ 
     

�  �  �  �  
12. 
 
 
 
_____________________   

 
 

�  �  �  �  
13. 
 
 
 
______________________ 
 

  
  

�  �  �  �  
14. 
 
 
 
______________________ 
 

  
 

 

�  �  �  �  
15. 
 
 
 
______________________ 
 

  
 

 
�  �  �  �  

16. 
 
 
______________________ 
     

�  �  �  �  
17. 
 
 
______________________ 
   

 

 �  �  �  �  
18. 
 
 
______________________ 
   

  

 �  �  �  �  
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19. 
 
 
______________________ 
   

  

 �  �  �  �  
20. 
 
 
______________________ 
   

 
 �  �  �  �  
 
 
SECTION B: Match each of the following words to the 4 possible pictures provided.  
 

1. Newspaper  
    �  �  �  �  

2. Speech  
    

�  �  �  �  

3. Fire  
  

  �  �  �  �  

4. Dentist   

   �  �  �  �  

5. Church  

 
   

�  �  �  �  

6. Vehicle  
 

 
 

 

�  �  �  �  
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7. Divide 
 

 
  

�  �  �  �  

8. Petrol  

 

 
  

�  �  �  �  

9. Electricity  

  
  

�  �  �  �  
10. Liquid 

 
 

  

�  
 

�  
 

�  
 
 

�  
 
 
 

     

     

11.  Popola  
   

 �  �  �  �  

12.  Chitha  
    �  �  �  �  

    

13. Isitulo  
 

   
�  �  �  �  

Qondanisa  lamagama  alandelayo  ezithombeni  ezine  ozinikiwe  ngezansi  
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14. Izwe    
    �  �  �  �  

15. Okuhambayo  
 

 

 
 

�  �  �  �  

16.  Bukela  

 
   

�  �  �  �  

17. Ncibilika  

 
  

 
�  �  �  �  

18. Bukisisa   
 

 

  

�  �  �  �  

19.  Ubude   
 

 
 

 
�  �  �  �  

20.  Beka   
 

  
 

�  �  �  �  
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APPEDIX 3: ENGLISH COMPREHENSION EQUIVALENT TEST 
 
Read the story that follows. After you finish reading, answer each of the questions at the end.  
 
 

                    THE ANTS AND THE SNAKE 
There were ten eggs in partridge’s nest: beautiful, round, light green eggs. Snake slid 

up to the nest and chased partridge from her nest. He said, “Go away. These eggs are 

mine.” He coiled his body around and around the eggs. He lay there, quiet still. Par-

tridge could not get near her nest or her beautiful round eggs. Partridge was very an-

gry, so she called all the animals. She said, “Come and help me, please. Come and 

help me! Come and help me!” 

 

 Elephant heard her cries. He came and said, “What is the matter, partridge?” “Oh,” 

cried partridge, “Snake has coiled his body around my eggs and I cannot get to them. 

I needed somebody sensible to chase snake away.” “Don’t worry, partridge,” Ele-

phant said. “I will step on snake and squash him, like this.” And he stamped on his 

big feet down on the ground. Partridge flapped her wings and cried out loud, “No, no! 

Not you. If you step on snake you will break all my eggs. I need somebody sensible to 

chase snake away.” all the animals came, one after the other, and said to partridge, 

“We would like to help you.” But she told them to go away. “You are too big. You 

will break my eggs,” she said.  

 

Poor partridge was very worried. Snake was still lying in her nest. Just then a family 

of Red Ants came along. They said, “Partridge, we heard your cries from far away. 

We have come to help you.” the ants went right up to snake. They crawled all over 

snake. They crawled under Snake. They climbed onto Snake. All the time they bit 

him with their small, sharp jaws. Bite, bite, bite, in all the soft places on Snake’s 

body. Snake soon uncoiled from around the eggs and slid away as fast as he could. 

That is how partridge got her eggs back. Not even one egg was broken. 
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Make a X in the appropriate circle. 
 

1. What does the story tell us? 

o When you are big, you cannot help others. 

o The snake shouldn’t coil Partridge’s eggs. 

o The weak can sometimes defeat the strong. 

o The ants are clever. 

 

2. Which of these things happened first? The snake 

o Broke partridge’s eggs. 

o Chased Partridge from her nest. 

o Coiled his body around the eggs. 

o Killed the elephant. 

 

3.  What did the ants do to stop the snake from coiling at partridge’s eggs? 

o Killed the snake. 

o Bite the snake. 

o Climbed onto the snake. 

o Threatened the snake. 

 

4.   Which phrase in the story tells us that the Elephant thinks that he can help Partridge?  

o Don’t worry… 

o I will step on snake… 

o What is the matter…? 

o Elephant killed the snake 

  

5. The story ends happily because 

o The snake ran away. 

o The ants killed the snake. 

o Partridge got her eggs back. 

o The elephant killed the snake.      
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6. Imagine that you are partridge. What can you do to stop the snake?   

     (Write your answer in the space below.) 
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APPENDIX 4: ISIZULU COMPREHENSION EQUIVANENT TEST 
 
Funda lendaba elandelayo. Uma usuqedile bese uphendula imibuzo ekugcineni. 
 

                         Inyoni nendlovu  

Isihlahla esikhulu sakhula phakathi ehlathini. Phezulu kwesihlahla, inyoni encane 

yase yenzele umndeni wayo wezinyoni ezingabantwana isidleke. Ngelinye ilanga, 

indlovu yafika. Yancika esihlahleni, yazinwaya emhlane. Isihlahla saqala ukuhle-

phuka futhi sanyakaza. Izinyoni ezingabantwana, ngokwesaba zazama ukuncika futhi 

zizifihle kumama wazo. Waveza  umlomo ngaphandle kwesidleke, wathi, “Hheyi si-

lwane esikhulu, kukhona izihlahla eziningi lapha! Yini unyakazisa lesi? Izingane zami 

ziyesaba, futhi zingawa kulesi sidleke.” 

 

Indlovu ayishongo lutho, kodwa yabuka inyoni ngeso layo elincane, yanyakazisa 

amadlebe amakhulu emoyeni, yasuka yahamba. 

 

Ngosuku olulandelayo, indlovu yabuya futhi yazinwaya esihlahleni futhi. Isihlahla 

saqala sanyakaza. Izingane zenyoni ezithukile zaphinda futhi zancika futhi zazifihla 

emaphikweni kumama wazo. Manje uMama Wezinyoni wayesecasukile. “Ngithi yeka 

ukunyakazisa isihlahla sethu,” ememeza, “noma ngizokubonisa!” 

 

“Ungasenzani isilwane esikhulu njengami?” kuhleka indlovu. Ukuba bengifuna, 

bengizonyakazisa lesi sihlahla kakhulu ukuze isidleke sakho nezingane zakho ziwe 

futhi ziphonseke le kude.” 

 

Umama wezinyoni akashongo lutho. 

 

Ngosuku olulandelayo, indlovu yabuyela yanyakazisa isihlahla futhi. Ngokushesha 

okukhulu, umama wezinyoni wandiza wawela phezu kwenye yamadlebe amakhulu 

endlovu, khona lapho, wathinta indlovu ngokuyidlokoloza ngonyawo lwayo. Indlovu 

yanyakazisa ikhanda layo…kwangenzeka lutho. Ngoba indlovu yezwa ubuhlungu, 

Yabe isicela inyoni ukuthi ihambe futhi yathembisa indlovu ukuthi izoyeka ukuz-

inyakazisa isihlahla. 
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Bhala isiphambano esikokeleni esifanele 

1. Le ndaba isifundisani? 

o Uma unamandla ungahlupha abanye. 

o Izindlovu akufanele zinyakazise izihlahla. 

o Ongenamandla kungenzeka amehlule onamandla 

o Bhekana nengozi. 

2. Yikuphi kulezi zinto okwenzeka kuqala? Umama wezinyoni 

o Waxwayisa izingane zakhe 

o Wethusa indlovu 

o Wayitshela ukuthi iye kozenwaya kwenye indawo. 

o Wawina umncintiswano. 

3. Yimuphi umusho kule ndaba ositshela ukuthi indlovu icabanga ukuthi inamandla 

amakhulu? Iqala ngamagama adwetshelwe 

o “Hheyi, silwane esikhulu…”  

o Indlovu ayishongo lutho 

o Ngosuku olulandelayo, indlovu yabuya… 

o “Ungasenzani…” 

4. Wenzani umama ukuze indlovu ingabe isabuyela kuleso sihlahla? 

o Wayitshela ukuthi iyeke. 

o Yazenwaya emhlane. 

o Inyoni yadlokoloza indlebe yendlovu. 

o Wafaka ichopho lomlomo wakhe kuyo. 

5. Le ndaba iphela kahle ngoba 

o Indlovu yafa. 

o Indlovu ayibuyanga. 

o Isihlahla sasiqine ngokwanele. 

o Izinyoni zafunda ukundiza. 

Inyoni yandiza yashiya indlebe yendlovu yabuyela esidlekeni sayo, eceleni kwezin-

gane zayo. 

 

Indlovu ayiphindanga yabuya futhi ukuzozinwaya umhlane wayo.  
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6. Cabanga ukuthi ungumama wezinyoni. Yini okunye ongakwenza ukuvimba indlovu 

ngapandle kokuyidlokoloza indlebe? 

7. 4��������'�
��������������
��
�
��'������	�	����� ��	
	�	���
��5�
	�6  
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