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Definition of Terms 

 
 

Acquisition 
This refers to unconscious learning that often occurs without conscious instruction (e.g., 
first language). 
 
Constructivism  
A theory of knowledge which promotes construction of knowledge through an 
individual’s personal interaction with his environment.  
 
Context-embedded communication  
Interaction that is supported by real-life objects of common knowledge to most 
participants and a wide range of interpersonal and situational cues.   
 
Cooperative learning  
This is the instructional use of small groups, working together in harmony and mutual 
support to maximise each member’s learning. 
 
Discourse analysis  
An analysis approach that aims to make sense of language use within society in general 
and within social institutions. It focuses on the underlying social meanings which may 
be assumed or displayed by participants in a discursive event, be it a conversation or a 
text.  
 
ESL proficiency  
The ability to communicate intelligibly in English. 
 
Facilitating learning  
Facilitating learning is the deliberate and purposeful intervention of a facilitator of 
learning to challenge learners into maximising their human potential through the process 
of authentic lifelong learning (Slabbert, de Kock & Hattingh 2009:101). 
 
Teacher education  
A programme of training students to become professional teachers. 
 
Student teachers  
Students training towards professional teaching as a career.  
 
Meta-learning  
These are strategies in which and the tools by which students continually reflect on their 
learning and take responsibility to optimise the learning. It involves planning, monitoring, 
assessing and evaluating the process of learning. 
 
Language acquisition 
This is the unconscious learning of language  
 
Language proficiency 
This is the ability to communicate intelligibly in a language 
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Language of learning and teaching 
This is the language used in conducting lessons and in all learning material in a formal 
learning setting 
 
Second language 
In this study it refers to any language acquired beyond infancy 
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Abstract 

 
 
The study explored teacher educators’ utilization of constructivist education practices to 

develop ESL in a teacher training institution and student teachers’ engagement in the 

instructional practices. In light of Chomsky’s proposition in his Universal Grammar (UG) 

(Cook & Newson 2007) all humanity, under normal conditions, is wired with a language 

acquisition device (LAD), which is activated in any real-life context when individuals 

experience exposure to any language. In the formal learning context; teacher education 

in particular, student teachers experience academic language which presents 

challenges, resulting in poor academic performance. Cummins (2009) proposes context 

embedded communication to afford acquisition of academic language.  This learning 

environment is supported for pedagogy in constructivist learning settings, thus 

constructivist theories of learning provided the study’s theoretical framework. This was 

a qualitative case study utilising lesson observations of a class of 150 first year student 

teachers and 4 of their teacher educators. The 4 educators and 5 of the student teachers 

also attended to open-ended survey questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, 

including reflective journals for the latter. Data were analysed through a discourse 

analysis approach to determine educators’ education practices and student teachers’ 

meta-learning actions.  Findings indicated that student teachers could identify their ESL 

incompetence but rated it incorrectly. An overarching ESL challenge was with the writing 

mode. Teacher educators utilised student teachers’ real-life experiences but partially 

immersed them in independent exploration of tasks to foster meta-learning actions and 

acquire disciplinary discourses, thus the students relied heavily on their educators’ 

assistance than independent learning. 

Key Words 

 

---oOo--- 

 Acquisition  ESL proficiency 

 Constructivism  facilitating learning 

 context-embedded communication  teacher education 

 cooperative learning  student teachers 

 discourse analysis  meta-learning 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | xi  

Table of Contents 

 
 

Page 

Chapter 1 
Orientation and research challenge 
 
 
1.1 INTRODUCTION 1 
 
1.2 MY ESL EXPERIENCE 1 

1.2.1 THE FOUNDATION PHASE (GRADE 1-3) 2 

1.2.2 THE SENIOR PRIMARY PHASE (GRADE 4-7) 3 

1.2.3 HIGH SCHOOL (GRADE 8-12) 4 

1.2.4 MY STUDY AT TERTIARY LEVEL  5 

1.2.5 MY PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE AT HIGH SCHOOL 5 

1.2.6 MY PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE AT A TEACHER TRAINING INSTITUTION 5 
 
1.3 THE RATIONALE 6 

1.3.1 ESL IN THE SWAZI CONTEXT 6 

1.3.2 CURRENT RESEARCH IN ESL AS LOLT IN HIGHER EDUCATION 7 
 
1.4 THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 8 

1.4.1 ACADEMIC LANGUAGE EMBEDDED IN CONTEXT 10 
 
1.5 AIM OF THE STUDY 11 
 
1.6 THE RESEARCH QUESTION 12 
 
1.7 A SUMMARY OF THE RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 12 
 
1.8 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 13 
 
1.9 RESEARCH CONSTRAINTS OF THE STUDY 14 
 
1.10 OUTLINE OF THE STUDY 15 
 
 

---oOo--- 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | xii  

Page 

Chapter 2 
Literature review 
 
 
2.1 INTRODUCTION 16 
 
2.2 LANGUAGE CHALLENGES OF ESL STUDENTS IN HIGHER 16 
 EDUCATION 
 
2.3 CURRENT DOMINATING EDUCATION PRACTICES REGARDING 18 
 LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 

2.3.1 THE CONVENTIONAL LANGUAGE CLASSROOM 18 

2.3.2 LANGUAGE LEARNING INTERVENTIONS IN HIGHER EDUCATION 19 
 
2.4 DEVELOPING LANGUAGE IN SCHOOLS 22 
 
2.5 FIRST LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 23 
 
2.6 SECOND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 24 

2.6.1 Krashen’s theory of second language acquisition 25 
 
2.7 ACADEMIC LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 27 

2.7.1 INSIGHTS FROM THE CURRENT LANGUAGE EDUCATION PRACTICES 29 
 
2.8 LANGUAGE USE IN THE REAL WORLD 32 

2.8.1 COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE 33 

2.8.2 THE SOCIAL PRACTICE THEORY IN READING AND WRITING  33 

2.8.3 NATURAL LANGUAGE OCCURS IN CONTEXT 35 

2.8.4 A HOLISTIC ACQUISITION 35 
 
2.9 ACADEMIC LANGUAGE ACQUISITION IN CONTEXT-EMBEDDED 36 
 INSTRUCTION 

2.9.1 CONTENT-BASED LANGUAGE INSTRUCTION 37 

2.9.2 RATIONALE FOR INTEGRATING LANGUAGE AND CONTENT 37 

2.9.3 THE IMMERSION METHOD OF LANGUAGE LEARNING 39 

2.9.4 THE BASIS FOR IMMERSION PROGRAMMES 39 

2.9.5 POSITIVE OUTCOMES OF IMMERSION PROGRAMMES 41 
 
2.10 LANGUAGE SKILLS AND THE WORKPLACE 42 

2.10.1 DEVELOPMENT OF LANGUAGE SKILLS IN TEACHER EDUCATION 43 

2.10.2 CHALLENGES WITH INTEGRATING LANGUAGE AND CONTENT IN HIGHER 43 
 EDUCATION 
 
2.11 CONSTRUCTIVISM IN ACADEMIC LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 45 
 THROUGH ESL 
 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | xiii  

Page 

 
2.12 THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 47 

2.12.1 THE BASIS OF CONSTRUCTIVISM 47 

2.12.2 MAJOR CONSTRUCTIVIST APPROACHES 48 

2.12.3 CONSTRUCTIVISM IN EDUCATION 50 

2.12.4 A CONSTRUCTIVIST LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 52 

2.12.5 EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING 53 

2.12.6 PHRONESIS AS EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING 54 

2.12.7 CONSTRUCTIVISM AND CONTEXT 56 
 
2.13 COGNITION AND LANGUAGE 57 
 
2.14 CONTEXTUAL LEARNING IS A REQUISITE FOR SECOND 59 
 LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 

2.14.1 PROBLEM-BASED LEARNING 59 

2.14.2 MULTIPLE SETTINGS AND CONTEXTS 65 

2.14.3 AUTHENTIC ASSESSMENT 69 

2.14.4 COOPERATIVE LEARNING (CL)  73 

2.14.5 FACILITATING LEARNING FOR SECOND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 76 
 
2.15 THE IMMERSION THEORY OF LANGUAGE LEARNING 80 
 CONVERGES WITH CONSTRUCTIVISM 
 
2.16 DISCERNING VOICES ON CONSTRUCTIVIST APPROACHES IN 80 
 LEARNING  
 
2.17 RE-CONCEPTUALIZING SECOND LANGUAGE INSTRUCTION 82 
 
2.18 SUMMARY OF THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 83 
 
 

---oOo--- 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | xiv  

Page 

Chapter 3 
The research design and methodology 
 
 
3.1 INTRODUCTION 85 
 
3.2 PARADIGMATIC ASSUMPTIONS 85 

3.2.1 ONTOLOGICAL ASSUMPTIONS 85 

3.2.2 EPISTEMOLOGICAL ASSUMPTIONS 86 

3.2.3 A METHODOLOGICAL ASSUMPTION 87 
 
3.3 RESEARCH DESIGN 87 

3.3.1 THE RESEARCH STRATEGY 87 

3.3.2 THE RESEARCH SITE 89 
 
3.4 ETHICAL CLEARANCE 90 
 
3.5 SAMPLING PROCEDURE 90 

3.5.1 SAMPLING OF TEACHER EDUCATORS (FOR OBSERVATIONS, OPEN-ENDED 90 
 SURVEY QUESTIONS AND INTERVIEWS)  

3.5.2 SAMPLING FOR CLASSROOM LESSON OBSERVATIONS 91 

3.5.3 SAMPLING OF STUDENT TEACHERS (FOR OPEN-ENDED SURVEY 91 
 QUESTIONNAIRES AND SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS) 
 
3.6 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 92 

3.6.1 INFORMED CONSENT 92 

3.6.2 CONFIDENTIALITY 93 

3.6.3 ANONYMITY 93 
 
3.7 DATA COLLECTION 93 

3.7.1 OPEN-ENDED SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRES 94 

3.7.2 LESSON OBSERVATIONS 99 

 3.7.2.1 Phases of observation 99 

3.7.3 SEMI-STRUCTURED FACE TO FACE ORAL INTERVIEWS 100 

3.7.4 REFLECTIVE JOURNALS 101 

3.7.5 SUMMARY OF RESEARCH STRATEGY 102 
 
3.8 RESEARCHER ROLE 103 
 
3.9 STORAGE AND ORGANISATION OF DATA 104 

3.9.1 LESSON OBSERVATIONS 104 

3.9.2 OPEN-ENDED SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRES 105 

3.9.3 SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS 105 

3.9.4 REFLECTIVE JOURNALS 105 
 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | xv  

Page 
 
3.10 EDITING OF DATA 105 
 
3.11 DATA ANALYSIS 105 

3.11.1 LANGUAGE AS DISCOURSE 106 

3.11.2 DISCOURSE ANALYSIS 106 

3.11.3 THE ANALYSIS STRATEGY 107 

3.11.4 ORGANISATION OF ANALYSIS PRESENTATION 110 

3.11.5 SEQUENCE OF DATA PRESENTATION 111 

 3.11.5.1 Assessment of perceived ESL proficiency (Open-ended 112 
 survey questionnaire) 

 3.11.5.2 Other baseline questions regarding ESL proficiency as LoLT 113 
 (Open-ended survey questionnaire and semi-structured interviews) 

 3.11.5.3 Student teachers’ strategies to resolve ESL challenges 113 
 (Semi-structured interviews) 

 3.11.5.4 Meta-learning actions (Reflective journals)  114 

 3.11.5.5 Teacher educators’ instructional strategies to solve student 115 
 teachers’ ESL challenges 

 3.11.5.6 Observation of teacher educators’ education practices 116 
 (Audio-visual recording of lectures)  
 3.11.5.7 Conclusion 117 

 

3.12 QUALITY CRITERIA OF STUDY 117 

3.12.1 CREDIBILITY 117 

3.12.2 TRANSFERABILITY 118 

3.12.4 DEPENDABILITY 118 

3.12.5 RESEARCHER BIAS 119 
 
3.13 A SUMMARY OF THE RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 119 
 
3.14 SUMMARY 120 
 

---oOo--- 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | xvi  

Page 

Chapter 4 
Data presentation and interpretation 

 
 
4.1 INTRODUCTION 121 
 
4.2 ASSESSMENT OF PERCEIVED ESL PROFICIENCY RATING 122 
 (OPEN-ENDED SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE) 
 
4.2.1 STUDENT TEACHERS’ SELF-ASSESSMENT OF THEIR PERCEIVED ESL 123 
 PROFICIENCY 

 4.2.1.1 ESL proficiency rating data 123 

 4.2.1.2 ESL proficiency rating explication data 124 

 4.2.1.3 Data interpretation 126 
 4.2.1.3.1 Student teachers’ self-evaluation of ESL proficiency 126 
 4.2.1.3.2 Student teachers’ explication of ESL rating 126 

4.2.2 TEACHER EDUCATORS’ ASSESSMENT OF PERCEIVED ESL PROFICIENCY 128 

 4.2.2.1 ESL proficiency rating data – of themselves 139 
 4.2.2.1.1 ESL proficiency rating explication data 130 
 4.2.2.1.2 Data interpretation 132 

 4.2.2.2 ESL proficiency rating data – of their students 133 
 4.2.2.2.1 ESL proficiency rating explication data – of their students 134 
 4.2.2.2.3 Data interpretation 135 
 
4.3 TEACHER EDUCATORS’ PERCEPTIONS OF THE STUDENT 136 
 TEACHERS’ ESL PROFICIENCY (SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS) 

4.3.1 DATA INTERPRETATION 138 

 4.3.1.1 Students have excessive ESL challenge 138 

 4.3.1.2 Student teachers’ ESL challenge is contextual 138 
 4.3.1.2.1 Comprehension of abstract concepts and the written mode 138 
 are a challenge, not ESL  
 4.3.1.2.2 Discipline related ESL is a challenge not ESL 138 

 4.3.1.3 Student teachers comprehend ESL but I code-switch deliberately 139 
 
4.4 OTHER BASELINE QUESTIONS REGARDING ESL PROFICIENCY 139 
 AS LOLT (OPEN-ENDED SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE) 

4.4.1 STUDENT TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF THE ROLE OF ESL IN THEIR 139 
 ACADEMIC SUCCESS  

 4.4.1.1 Data interpretation 141 

 4.4.1.1.1 Positive role of ESL in learning 141 
 4.4.1.1.2 Negative role of ESL in learning 141 

4.4.2 TEACHER EDUCATORS’ PERCEPTIONS OF THE ROLE OF ESL IN LEARNING 141 

 4.4.2.1 Data interpretation 143 

 4.4.2.1.1 Positive role of ESL in learning 143 
 4.4.2.1.2 Negative role of ESL 144 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | xvii  

Page 

 
4.5 STRATEGIES TO RESOLVE ESL CHALLENGES – STUDENT 144 
 TEACHERS (SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS AND OPEN-ENDED 
 SURVEY QUESTIONS) 

4.5.1 DATA INTERPRETATION 148 

 4.5.1.1 Consultation of experts 148 
 4.5.1.1.1 I enquire from my lecturer for clarification 148 
 4.5.1.1.2 Consultation of the same lecturer privately 148 
 4.5.1.1.3 Consultation of other lecturers 148 
 4.5.1.1.4 Consultation of lecturers beyond their learning institution 148 

 4.5.1.2 Peer support 149 
 4.5.1.2.1 Enquiry from peers in class 149 
 4.5.1.2.2 Peer assistance to access other libraries 149 
 4.5.1.2.3 Peer advice 149 
 4.5.1.2.4 Interaction in discussion groups 149 
 4.5.1.2.5 Peer-to-peer discussions in first language 149 

 4.5.1.3 Engagement in library research 149 
 4.5.1.3.1 Consultation of research material as alternative 150 
 4.5.1.3.2 Consultation of prescribed textbooks 150 
 4.5.1.3.3 Consultation of reference material 150 
 4.5.1.3.4 Internet search through a cell phone during lecture 150 

 4.5.1.4 Manipulation of real-life material 150 

 4.5.1.5 Code-switching 150 

 4.5.1.6 Focus on paralinguistic cues 150 

4.5.2 STUDENTS’ PROPOSED STRATEGIES TO ADDRESS THE ESL CHALLENGE 151 

 4.5.2.1 Direct focus on ESL 151 
 4.5.2.1.1 Simplification of ESL 151 
 4.5.2.1.2 Code-switching 151 

 4.5.2.2 Intertwine assessment with learning 151 
 4.5.2.3 Engagement in problem-solving 151 
 4.5.2.4 Use of multiple perspectives by the educator to clarify ESL 151 
 
4.6 STUDENT TEACHERS’ META-LEARNING ACTIONS 152 
 (REFLECTIVE JOURNALS) 

4.6.1 DATA INTERPRETATION 154 

 4.6.1.1 Peer support 154 

 4.6.1.2 Focus on ESL 155 

 4.6.1.3 Consultation of experts 155 

 4.6.1.4 Internet search 156 
 
4.7 TEACHER EDUCATORS’ INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES 156 

4.7.1 TEACHER EDUCATORS’ INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES 156 
 (OPEN-ENDED SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE) 

 4.7.1.1 Data interpretation 159 
 4.7.1.1.1 Use of students’ real-life experiences 159 
 4.7.1.1.2 Use of hypothetical material 159 
 4.7.1.1.3 Designing of learning material 159 
 4.7.1.1.4 Engagement of students in practical activities 159 
 4.7.1.1.5 Employment of multiple perspectives 159 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | xviii  

 4.7.1.1.6 Intertwining learning and assessment 159 
 4.7.1.1.7 Encouragement of meta-learning actions 160 
 4.7.1.1.8 Direct focus on ESL 160 
 
4.7.2 TEACHER EDUCATORS’ INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES (SEMI-STRUCTURED 160 
 INTERVIEWS) 

 4.7.2.1 Educator ES’s instructional practices 162 
 4.7.2.1.1 Data interpretation 164 

 4.7.2.2 Educator EG’s instructional practices 166 
 4.7.2.2.1 Data interpretation 168 

 4.7.2.3 Educator EE’s instructional practices 170 
 4.7.2.3.1 Data interpretation 171 

 4.7.2.4 Educator EH’s instructional practices 173 
 4.7.2.4.1 Data interpretation 175 
 
4.8 OBSERVATION OF TEACHER EDUCATORS’ EDUCATION 177 
 PRACTICES (AUDIO-VISUAL LESSON OBSERVATIONS) 

4.8.1 LESSONS 178 

 4.8.1.1 Educator ES’ lessons 178 
 4.8.1.1.1 Interpretation of educator ES’s lessons 184 

 4.8.1.2 Educator EG’s lessons 185 
 4.8.1.2.1 Interpretation of Educator EG’s lessons 190 

 4.7.1.3 Educator EE’s lessons 194 
 4.8.1.3.1 Interpretation of educator EE’s lessons 195 

 4.8.1.4 Educator EH’s lessons 196 
 4.8.1.4.1 Interpretation of Educator EH’s lessons 196 

4.8.2 COOPERATIVE LEARNING GROUPS 197 

 4.8.2.1 Cooperative groups enforce meta-learning actions for 198 
 disciplinary discourse 

 4.8.2.2 Cooperative groups facilitate the development correct spelling 202 

 4.8.2.3 Interpretation of data from cooperative learning groups 203 
 
4.9 SUMMARY OF DISCOURSES ON STUDENT TEACHERS’ ESL 204 
 CHALLENGES – TEACHER EDUCATORS 
 
4.10 SUMMARY OF DISCOURSES ON STUDENT TEACHERS’ ESL 205 
 CHALLENGES – STUDENT TEACHERS 
 
4.11 SUMMARY OF STUDENT TEACHERS’ STRATEGIES TO RESOLVE 205 
 ESL CHALLENGES 
 
4.12 SUMMARY OF TEACHER EDUCATORS’ EDUCATION PRACTICES 206 
 TO RESOLVE STUDENT TEACHERS’ ESL CHALLENGES 
 
4.13 CONCLUSION 207 
 
 

---oOo--- 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | xix  

Page 

Chapter 5 
Discussion of findings 
 
 
5.1 INTRODUCTION 209 
 
5.2 STUDENT TEACHERS’ ESL PROFICIENCY 209 

5.2.1 STUDENT TEACHERS’ ESL CHALLENGES 209 

5.2.2 STUDENT TEACHERS’ ESL CHALLENGES ARE BASED ON THEIR PRE-DISPOSITION AS 
 ESL SPEAKERS ……………………………………………………………………………210 

5.2.3 STUDENT TEACHERS’ ESL CHALLENGE IS CONTEXTUAL 210 

 5.2.3.1 Writing is the most challenging ESL skill 210 

 5.2.3.2 Comprehension of abstract concepts is a challenge, not ESL 211 

 5.2.3.3 Discipline related ESL is a challenge not ESL 211 

 5.2.3.4 Student teachers rate their ESL proficiency inappropriately 212 
 
5.3 THE ROLE OF ESL IN STUDENT TEACHERS’ ACADEMIC SUCCESS 212 
 
5.4 TEACHER EDUCATORS’ EXPLICATION FOR ESL PROFICIENCY VARY 213 
 
5.5 TEACHER EDUCATORS’ INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES 214 

5.5.1 USE OF REAL-LIFE CONTEXTS FOR PROBLEM SOLVING 214 

5.5.2 SIMPLIFICATION OF ESL 215 

 5.5.2.1 Code-switching 216 

5.5.3 COOPERATIVE LEARNING 217 

5.5.4 ASSESSMENT OF LEARNING 219 
 
5.6 STUDENT TEACHERS’ META-LEARNING ACTIONS 221 
 
5.7 TEACHER EDUCATORS’ CONCEPTUALIZATION OF FACILITATING 223 
 LEARNING FOR ESL DEVELOPMENT 
 
5.8 CONCLUSION 224 
 
 

---oOo--- 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | xx  

Page 

Chapter 6 
Conclusions, recommendations and limitations 
 
 
6.1 INTRODUCTION 226 
 
6.2 A SYNOPSIS OF THE STUDY 226 
 
6.3 ADDRESSING THE RESSEARCH QUESTION ……………………………………. 227 

6.3.1 PERCEIVED STUDENT TEACHERS’ ESL PROFICIENCY 228 

 6.3.1.1 Implications of varied ESL proficiency rates 229 

6.3.2 TEACHER EDUCATORS’ UTILIZATION OF CONSTRUCTIVIST DISCOURSE TO 230 
 DEVELOP STUDENT TEACHERS’ ESL PROFICIENCY 

6.3.3 STUDENT TEACHERS’ UTILIZATION OF CONSTRUCTIVIST DISCOURSE TO 
 DEVELOP ESL PROFICIENCY ……………………………………………………………...232 
 
6.4 CONCLUSION: UTILIZATION OF CONSTRUCTIVIST DISCOURSE IN TEACHER 

EDUCATION FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF ESL ……………………………………233 
  
6.5 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 234 
 
6.6 THE NEED FOR EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING OF ESL 235 
 
6.7 RECONCEPTUALISING ESL DEVELOPMENT THROUGH FACILITATING 
 LEARNING ……………………………………………………………………………… 235 
 
6.8 RECOMMENDATIONS 237 
 
6.9 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 238 
 
6.10 CONCLUSION 239 
 
 

---oOo--- 
 

References 240 

 

Appendices ………………………………………………………………………………………..259 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | xxi  

List of Figures 

 
Page 

 

Figure 2.5:  24 
The acquisition process adapted (Bruner 1981)  
 

Figure 2.7:  27 
The BICS and CALP quadrants (Cummins 2009)  
 

Figure 2.9.2:  38 
Adapted components of academic proficiency (Krashen & Brown 2007) 
 

Figure 2.12.1:  48 
A continuum representing two ends of constructivist theories  
 

Figure 2.12.5:  53 
Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle (Kolb 2015)  
 

Figure 2.12.7:  56 
A representation of the radically socio-constructivist paradigm  
 

Figure 2.14.1:  57 
Adapted cycle of authentic learning  
 

Figure 2.18 84 
Adapted theoretical framework  
 

Figure 3.7:  95 
Sequence of data collection  
 

Figure 3.7.1:  96 
Rating scale for student teachers’ ESL proficiency 
 

Figure 3.7.1:  98 
Teacher educators’ rating scale for their personal and student teachers’ ESL proficiency 
 

Figure 4.2.1.1:  124 
Student teachers’ self-evaluation of ESL proficiency 
 

Figure 4.2.2.1:  130 
Teacher educators’ graphical presentation of their self-evaluation of ESL proficiency 
 

Figure 4.2.2.2:  134 
Teacher educators’ rating of student teachers’ ESL proficiency 
 

Figure 4.7.2.1:  165 
Educator ES’s instructional practices 
 

Figure 4.7.2.2:  169 
Educator EG’s instructional practices 
 

Figure 4.7.2.3:  172 
Educator EE’s instructional practices 
 

Figure 4.7.2.4:  175 
Educator EH’s instructional practices 
 

Figure 5.6:  221 
Student teachers’ meta-learning actions for ESL challenges 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | xxii  

List of Tables 

 
 

Page 

 
Table 2.12.4:  52 
Comparison of the traditional classroom and the constructivist classroom 
 

Table 2.14.5:  77 
Facilitating learning 
 

Table 3.7.5:  104 
Summary of research strategy 
 

Table 3.11.5.1:  114 
Example of analysis for ESL proficiency explication 
 

Table 3.11.5.3:  115 
Example of analysis process of semi-structured interviews 
 

Table 3.11.5.4:  117 
Example of analysis process of reflective journals  
 

Table 3.11.5.5:  117 
Example of analysis process of semi structured interviews  
 

Table 3.13:  121 
Summary of research methodology  
 

Table 4.1:  122 
Sequence of data presentation 
 

Table 4.2.1.1:  124 
Student teachers’ evaluation of their own ESL proficiency 
 

Table 4.2.1.2:  125 
Student teachers’ explication of their self-evaluation in speaking 
 

Table 4.2.1.2:  126 
Student teachers’ explication of their self-evaluation in writing  
 

Table 4.2.1.2:  126 
Student teachers’ explication of their self-evaluation in reading  
 

Table 4.2.1.2:  127 
Themes per aspect of student teachers’ explication of personal rating 
 

Table 4.2.2:  129 
Teacher educators’ pseudonyms 
 

Table 4.2.2.1:  130 
Teacher educators’ self-evaluation of ESL proficiency 
 

Table 4.2.2.1.1:  131 
Teacher educators’ explication of their self-evaluation in speaking 
 

Table 4.2.2.1.1:  131 
Teacher educators’ explication of their self-evaluation in writing  
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | xxiii  

Page 
 
Table 4.2.2.1.1:  132 
Teacher educators’ explication of their self-evaluation in reading  
 

Table 4.2.2.1.1:  132 
Themes per aspect of teacher educators’ self-evaluation 
 
Table 4.2.2.2:  134 
Teacher educators’ evaluations of their students’ ESL proficiency  
 

Table 4.2.2.2.1:  135 
Teacher educator’s explication of student’s ESL proficiency in speaking 
 

Table 4.2.2.2.1:  135 
Teacher educator’s explication of student’s ESL proficiency in writing 
 

Table 4.2.2.2.1:  137 
Themes per aspect of teacher educators’ explication of their students’ ESL proficiency 
 

Table 4.3:  138 
Teacher educators’ perceptions of the student teachers’ ESL proficiency 
 

Table 4.3:  138 
Themes on teacher educators’ perceptions of the student teachers’ ESL proficiency 
 

Table 4.4.1:  140 
Student teachers’ perceptions of the role of ESL in learning 
 

Table 4.4.1:  141 
Themes on student teachers’ perceptions of the role of ESL in learning 
 

Table 4.4.2:  143 
Teacher educators’ perceptions of the role of ESL in learning 
 

Table 4.4.2:  144 
Themes on the role of the ESL in academic success 
 

Table 4.5:  146 
Student teachers strategies to resolve ESL challenges 
 

Table 4.5:  148 
Themes from student teachers’ strategies to resolve ESL challenges (Semi-structured 
interviews) 
 

Table 4.6:  153 
Student teachers’ meta-learning actions 
 

Table 4.6:  155 
Themes from student teachers’ meta-learning actions (Reflective journals)  
 

Table 4.7.1:  153 
Teacher educators’ instructional practices from open-ended questionnaire 
 

Table 4.7.1:  159 
Themes on teacher educators’ instructional practices (Open-ended survey questionnaire) 
 

Table 4.7.2:  162 
Teacher educators’ theoretical base for instructional practices  
 

Table 4.7.2.1:  163 
Instructional practices – Educator ES 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | xxiv  

Page 
 
Table 4.7.2.2:  167 
Instructional practices – Educator EG  
 

Table 4.7.2.3:  171 
Instructional practices – Educator EE  
 

Table 4.7.2.4:  174 
Instructional practices – Educator EH  
 

Table 4.8.1.1:  178 
Educator ES’s 1st lesson 
 

Table 4.8.1.1 181 
Educator ES’s 2nd lesson 
 

Table 4.8.1.1:  182 
Educator ES’s 3rd lesson 
 

Table 4.8.1.1:  183 
Educator ES’s 4th lesson 
 

Table 4.8.1.2:  186 
Educator EG’s 1st lesson 
 

Table 4.8.1.2:  188 
Educator EG’s 2nd lesson 
 

Table 4.8.1.2:  189 
Educator EG’s 3rd lesson 
 

Table 4.8.1.3:  186 
Educator EE’s 1st lesson 
 

Table 4.8.1.3:  191 
Educator EE’s 2nd lesson 
 

Table 4.8.1.3:  192 
Educator EE’s 3rd lesson 
 

Table 4.8.1.3:  195 
Educator EH’s 1st lesson 
 

Table 4.8.1.3:  196 
Educator EH’s 2nd lesson 
 

Table 4.8.2:  202 
Discourses from cooperative learning groups 
 

Table 4.11:  205 
Strategies to resolve ESL challenges 
 

Table 4.12:  206 
Summary of teacher educators’ education practices to resolve student teachers’ 
ESL challenges 
 

 
 

---oOo--- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | 1  

Chapter 1 
Orientation and research challenge 

 

 
1.1 INTRODUCTION 

Reflecting on my education experience, and particularly my language learning 

experience from as early as primary school level, and extending to my professional 

career as a language educator, I engage on an introspection of this journey. I was born 

and raised by parents who were pastors and, therefore, exposed to other church 

activities, which resembled the language learning activities espoused at school. 

1.2 MY ESL EXPERIENCE 

Growing up in Swaziland, in the 1970s, in the area where I lived, I could hear the English 

rhymes, songs and poems recited by the learners from the nearby primary school.  I 

could also see the role-plays and games they played with their teachers out in the school 

yard. Although I could not understand the meanings of some of the words the learners 

chanted, I could decipher some meanings from the actions that often accompanied 

some of them. For instance, when they chorused “I-am-jumping”, the actual act of 

jumping would accompany what they verbalised. When these learners dispersed after 

school I would join them as we played some games and as they re-enacted some of the 

classroom activities. In some of these activities one of the learners would assume the 

role of a teacher and lead us in the drill exercises, where we would recite letters of the 

alphabet, numbers and some words after her, and she would admonish us accordingly 

if the responses were incorrect. Such activities were all fun to me.  This was probably 

because the activities were playful, just as they also were similar to the activities that I 

often took part in on Sundays at the same venue. On Sundays, the Sunday school 

teacher would teach us bible stories. We role-played some stories, we recited bible 

verses, we sang, we prayed and did several other activities. SiSwati was the language 

of communication in our Sunday activities and, therefore, I could understand the 

language clearly since it was my first language. However, I did not really understand 

the meanings of most of the words in the activities my friends and I engaged in when 

we played, which were in English, except to associate them with the their attendant 

actions 
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1.2.1 THE FOUNDATION PHASE (GRADE 1-3) 

Although our first language was SiSwati and the English language was new to most of 

the Grade 1 learners, every morning at school all learners and teachers assembled and 

we sang and prayed in either SiSwati or in English before dispersing to our respective 

classrooms. We had no formal instruction from our teachers on how to recite the prayers 

in English. We had to listen, mumble and get along with the recitations of the older 

learners during this activity. Occasionally, the teachers would correct words that we 

mispronounced in the prayer without giving us their meanings. It would seem their 

primary concern was correct pronunciation rather than understanding. Consequently, 

by the end of the first term (about 3 months) the Grade 1 learners recited the prayers in 

either SiSwati or English confidently, since they imitated the recitations of the upper 

grade learners. However, we could not really comprehend most of the words in the 

English version.  Basically, we could not utilize the words in these prayers in generating 

our own sentences, even though the prayers were exactly the same – only in different 

languages.  

English was expected to be the language of learning and teaching (LoLT) in all grades, 

but in Grade 1 the teacher rarely communicated to us in English when giving 

instructions.  English words were also written as labels for the classroom equipment. 

For instance, the teachers’ table had the word “table”, the chair had the word “chair” and 

the cupboard had the word “cupboard”. We could, therefore, see the words that denoted 

these items. However, when the teacher led us in reciting isolated individual letters of 

the alphabet on an alphabet chart and in the individual letters of the labelled items in 

the classroom, followed by pronunciation of the whole word, this became too abstract. 

For instance, the “c” in the words “cupboard” and in “chair” was pronounced differently. 

This variation in the pronunciation was often confusing for me. Nonetheless, I could 

associate the words with the objects they identified. These were nouns. With time, the 

teacher introduced individual articles like “the, a”, pronouns like “she, he, him”, 

prepositions “under, up, at, in” and others. Most of these words made no sense to me, 

except for the prepositions where I could derive meanings from the positions of the 

objects in pictures or real–life objects used by the teacher as teaching aids. Verbs were 

introduced later as isolated words written on the chalkboard or on charts, and then 

incorporated into rhymes we were made to sing, which were accompanied by actions. 

For instance, when we sang the rhyme “This is the way we wash our hands, we wash 

our hands, we wash our hands, so early in the morning”, the teacher would wash her 

hands in water and we would emulate her. We were also introduced to short sentences, 

towards the end of the year, which we would read from the chalkboard and point at the 
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items in the classroom, e.g., “This is a table.”, “This is a chair.”, “Look at the cupboard.”, 

and so on. In spite of being exposed to all these learning activities, at this stage we were 

not compelled to communicate in English inside and outside the classroom.  

In Grade 2-3, the teachers communicated instruction to us in English but also 

supplemented it with our native language SiSwati. We were still not compelled to 

communicate in English at this stage; except when we had to request from the teacher 

to be excused to go to the bathroom “Please teacher may I go out?”. We had mastered 

that sentence quite well. We began to read short-paragraph stories written in English 

from our English readers. Understanding was of less importance during the readings. 

Rather, correct pronunciation took precedence. Therefore, the teacher would ensure 

that incorrectly pronounced words were instantly corrected; but without necessarily 

providing the meanings thereof. For us, this reading activity resembled singing a song 

since we did it repeatedly, without essentially mastering the meanings of the words of 

the entire story. But these stories were accompanied by pictures; therefore, the pictures 

enabled us to partially acquire the new language.   

Reflecting on the learning activities of this phase, I realised that we did not derive 

meanings of this new language from the sounds we emulated. Rather, the meanings 

became evident when we engaged in practical activities that characterized the words. 

Through the practical involvement, we could link the sounds we imitated with the actions 

and construct meaningful interpretation of the words in the sentences.  However, in spite 

of experiencing the school activities with my school-going friends before I started formal 

learning, still I could not communicate fully in this new language. 

1.2.2 SENIOR PRIMARY PHASE (GRADES 4-7) 

When we reached higher primary, from Grade 4 to Grade 7, we were expected to 

communicate in English within the school compound and learners would be punished 

for speaking SiSwati. It was either corporal punishment or other forms of discipline. This, 

however, became a challenge since 100% of the learners spoke SiSwati as a first 

language and English as a second language. The reality is that a majority of the learners 

spoke in the native language and only used English inside the classrooms, or whenever 

they were next to monitors, who were assigned to record offenders, in order to avoid 

punishment. Paradoxically, the teachers also communicated to us in SiSwati, although 

they expected responses to be in English. This had not impacted positively on our 

acquisition of English. However, the frequency of engaging in role-plays, rhymes, 

games and other learning activities was reduced. 
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Reflecting on my primary school experience of learning English, I realise that the 

recitations that were not linked to the subjects of the communication or the objects (e.g., 

letters of the alphabet), those that I could not relate to my real-life experiences, 

obviously made no meaning in my experience of learning the new language.  

1.2.3 HIGH SCHOOL (GRADE 8-12) 

When I reached high school, again English was the mode of communication inside and 

outside classrooms, except in SiSwati lessons. Although all the learners could speak 

SiSwati as a first language, this was one of the schools where some of the teachers 

were non-native speakers of SiSwati. Therefore, one was compelled to speak in 

English. Moreover, even the teachers who were competent in our first language 

communicated with us mainly in English. Some of the highlights of this language 

learning experience were that, at some point in Form 4-5 (Grades 11-12), we were 

compelled to converse in English even in our dormitories at the hostel. It was a 

tremendous challenge since all communication, inside and outside the classroom 

setting, had to be in the second language. Besides, the general communication, at this 

levels we were given 15 topics in which we had to write essays in English. We had no 

scheduled time for submitting these essays, but we were expected to have completed 

at least five of them by the end of each of the three school terms. This task also required 

that we ensure the essay was checked by at least two peers before submission to the 

teacher concerned. In other words, we edited each other’s work before submission. 

Each member was held accountable for the production of the essay, and we had to plan 

the submission independently, but within the stipulated timeframes. Furthermore, we 

had to ensure that we read at least one newspaper article from the library before the 

next English period, because the teacher would randomly assign a learner to write 

down, on the chalkboard a summary of any current article. Whenever we encountered 

difficulty with meanings of some words, we would consult our dictionaries, 

encyclopaedias, and the thesaurus. We even consulted our peers.    

When I reflect on these high school language learning tasks I realise that, with time, 

they became easier to handle in that we had to relate the content of the tasks to our 

daily experiences and construct or tell real-life stories and further engage in research. 

When I linked my high school language learning experiences with my son’s experience 

of learning in a multicultural preschool at the age of 2, where he was compelled to 

communicate all activities in English, and therefore became very proficient in English, 

despite being a native SiSwati speaker, somehow I had to rethink how language is 

acquired. 
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1.2.4 MY STUDY AT TERTIARY LEVEL 

Soon after completing my high school education I enrolled at university, and I was 

surprised to find that I would be learning both the English courses and the African 

languages courses in English. This was new to me since I had become familiar with 

learning the African language, SiSwati, (which is my first language) in SiSwati at primary 

and high schools respectively. This was not an easy task. I had to adjust to a new LoLT 

for the course, new complex terminologies in the course and various other courses, and 

also adjust to the new academic writing style at this level. This was different from simply 

communicating ideas, but rather utilising the academic genres and styles relevant for 

each of the courses while familiarising oneself with the lecture method of teaching, 

which is most preferred at this level. It enlightened my suspicion of how the LoLT can 

influence language learning. This became evident when I started practising as a 

language teacher at high school, to which I turn next.  

1.2.5 MY PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE AT A HIGH SCHOOL 

From my experience of teaching the grammar component of the SiSwati language (most 

of the learners’ native language in Swaziland) at high school level, I realised that most 

of the learners could not cope with the structural analysis of the native language, which 

entailed identifying the different parts of a sentence and separating individual words into 

their components as part of the linguistic analysis of language. This was direct 

instruction on how words and sentences in the language are formed. This analysis, 

although conducted in the first language, did not improve the learners’ construction of 

sentences when writing essays. This was probably because the isolated words and 

sentences were not usually embedded in the context of their production during the 

analysis.  

1.2.6 MY PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE AT A TEACHER TRAINING INSTITUTION 

When I became a teacher educator, I taught English Methodology and the Linguistics 

component of the African Languages course. In my English Methodology course I began 

to question some of the teaching methods I was imparting to the student teachers 

because they did not appeal to me. In the SiSwati component of the African Languages 

course, my students were learning their first language through a second language, the 

very experience I had when I reached university and experienced complex challenges. 

I, therefore, felt the urge to pursue my study of language education, which I had started 

at Master’s Level. At Master’s Level I explored a students’ online communication course 

which aimed to improve students’ academic communication through interacting among 
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themselves and with their tutors, but findings indicated that students preferred to engage 

in academic communication offline.  

This catapulted me back into the existing awkward situation of my own real-life 

classroom practice where my students, all SiSwati mother tongue speakers, had to 

receive their education in English, which was not necessarily their second language but 

further down the sequence. I also became increasingly interested in the same awkward 

situation that was at play within the context of teaching other academic subjects in 

English. It is at this point in time that I decided to engage in a research project around 

this issue. It is important for me to explain my rationale in relation to the context of this 

study. 

1.3 THE RATIONALE 

1.3.1 ESL IN THE SWAZI CONTEXT 

According to the Swaziland Training and Education Sector policy document (2011), 

there are two official languages in Swaziland, SiSwati and English. These languages 

are both documented in the Constitution of the Kingdom of Swaziland. While the two 

languages may seem to enjoy the same status, SiSwati is the mother tongue to more 

than 95% of the population. The policy also details that in education, LoLT will be 

English from as early as the first grade at primary and throughout the learning period at 

high school; and SiSwati shall be taught as a subject using SiSwati as the LoLT. 

However, the policy also states that teachers have the liberty to officially use SiSwati in 

their instruction in the first four grades in instances where learners have difficulty in 

comprehending concepts through the medium of English. Higher education and teacher 

education, in particular also utilizes English as the LoLT across disciplines, including 

the SiSwati component of the African languages courses. Given that the LoLT is not 

necessarily native to most of the learners at both high school and tertiary level, and that 

the context of learning seems to require a certain level of controlling the language, the 

LoLT tends to assume a position beyond a second language.  

1.3.2 CURRENT RESEARCH IN ESL AS LOLT IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

Research has shown that a strong link exists between language and academic success 

in Western countries (Casanave & Li 2009:280), Asian countries (Li 2009; Xie 2010) as 

well as African countries (Mpepo 2009; Jacobs 2005, 2007; Mgqwashu 2009). A 

consideration of this link may require a closer look into the nature of language, since 

the LoLT plays a vital role in relaying messages in a teaching and learning environment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | 7 

A major complication in an academic setting emanates when students are expected to 

acquire an academic language through a second language.  

Expounding on the instructional language, Bourdieu, Passeron and de Saint Martin 

(1996:4) hold that “many university students are unable to cope with the technical and 

scholastic demands made on their use of language as students. They cannot define the 

terms which they hear in lectures or which they themselves use.” However, not much 

has been done to explore the relevance of teaching methods used to promote the 

acquisition of this language which has its own ideologies (Gee 1996) peculiar to the 

academic setting. Furthermore, this language is ‘cognitively demanding’ and ‘context 

reduced’ (Cummins 2009). This reduction in context presents a greater challenge for 

students who speak English as a second language (ESL) since they cannot relate it to 

their prior experiences. There is a need for learning approaches that will contextualize 

the acquisition of this language. The lecture method, which is the most preferred method 

of teaching in higher education, tends to distance students from the learning. “Questions 

to the audience are often mere rhetorical gestures, belonging to the exposition, rather 

than interrupting it (except for a pause for breath) …As one student put it, ‘Lecturers 

have a way of asking, “Is that clear?”, which actually rules out any question that it might 

not be clear” (Bourdieu, Passeron & de Saint Martin 1996:11). These authors assert 

that this call for clarity where it might be needed is merely “to play the part of the faithful 

at a church service, (and) students must answer with ritual responses.” Subsequently, 

students in higher learning institutions have to grapple with understanding the 

instructional language, adjusting to the style of presenting knowledge as well as 

acquiring the new content knowledge.  

Although school based knowledge serves as a prerequisite for admission into 

institutions of higher learning, the new context requires a pronounced level of meaning-

making. According to Lea and Street (1998:158) “Learning in higher education involves 

adapting to new ways of knowing: new ways of understanding, interpreting and 

organising knowledge.” At this level “there is often a new and always more pronounced 

emphasis on exploring how knowledge is constructed” (Chanock 2007:275). Academic 

language and learning (ALL) advisers, who work closely with students in institutions of 

higher learning, observe that the challenge is not only in managing the transition from 

school to a higher learning institution but also in helping students to understand what is 

common and what is particular across the disciplines (Chanock 2007). Students should 

understand that the development of academic language in higher education and 

professional life is “the acquisition of a set of local practices, embedded in a larger 

framework of social practice” (Casanave 2002). Students are deemed efficient in the 
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different disciplines if they adhere to the reading and writing conventions of each of the 

genres of these disciplines (Chanock 2007). 

While these conventions may, but not necessarily do, overlap in the range of disciplines 

the inexplicit knowledge presents a challenge for students who are new to the 

environment. As such some learning strategies which have proven to be useful to the 

students at primary and high school may seem ineffective at institutions of higher 

learning.  

Earlier on, as a research student, I explored interaction patterns of participants in an 

online Language and Communication Course that had been designed for first year 

Economics students to foster the development of academic discourse in a university 

setting. Since literature on Computer Mediated Communication reports enhanced 

participation and collaborative construction of knowledge through the use of the online 

medium (Hirvela, A. 2007 & Clarke & Clarke 2009), the lecturers anticipated that 

students would engage them to discuss areas of difficulty in their academic tasks. 

However, the study found that participation was not evident in academic discussions. 

Participation was evident in discussions of a social nature where they introduced 

themselves. Consequently, the development of academic discourse could not be traced 

online. Worthy of note were peer to peer and peer to tutor offline discussions within the 

computer laboratory which were not explored further.  

After completing this research I came to realise that during my period as a high school 

teacher, the language of learning and teaching in all other subjects except SiSwati, was 

English. The use of this language seemed not to present a significant problem to the 

learners as it did to the student teachers at the college. As a speaker of English as a 

second language myself I wondered whether this problem was related to the complexity 

of academic language. Consequently I then decided to investigate the probability of 

whether the instructional strategies employed at this level allow for the acquisition of the 

ESL, the language of learning and teaching. This investigation is fore grounded by 

utilising a learning approach that aims to develop both the content knowledge and the 

instructional language.  

1.4 THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 

While the interrelationship between language and learning may seem to manifest 

differently with different students, since some ESL students in different institutions 

thrive, when others cannot cope (Mpepo 2009), under normal circumstances the 

universal principles of language acquisition seem to apply to humanity in general as 
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opposed to specific individuals. This is to say, the requirements for acquiring a human 

language is to be a human being and be exposed to human language in order to trigger 

the innate parameters of human language (Cook 1988:72). Cook bases this assertion 

on the claim made by Chomsky in 1965 in what he termed the Universal Grammar (UG), 

where he proposed that within every human mind an innate device that is responsible 

for the acquisition of language exists. This language acquisition device (LAD) contains 

all the sound systems (phonology) and sentence structures (syntax) of any language. 

For that reason every infant is endowed with the ability to acquire any language of 

his/her first exposure regardless of race and colour. This is a universal principle about 

language acquisition across languages. Of paramount importance for ESL 

development, therefore is what linguistic context is necessary to activate this innate 

device in order to enable the process of acquisition to take place? When one considers 

the environment in which infants attain speech, and derive meaning of the subjects of 

communication, generate new sentences without being previously exposed to them, a 

plausible answer might be that a relevant context for this acquisition to occur requires 

features that are beyond the language per se.  

However, formal language learning contexts, in higher learning institutions in particular, 

seem to ignore the possibility of activating this language device and allowing for the 

development of ESL. There are students in institutions of higher learning who face major 

challenges with ESL. At these institutions the complexity of the challenge further lies 

with the ways of behaving within the different disciplines and the institution as a whole. 

In my research site, a teacher training institution, a majority of the students scored below 

the credit mark in English at high school, that is, below the 35% mark. Some of these 

students have good high school grades in other subjects but their English grades are 

lower in spite of going through their primary and high schools where English should be 

the LoLT. More than 95% of the population in Swaziland speaks SiSwati as mother 

tongue and English as a second language. However, the curriculum in Swaziland 

schools is such that English is the LoLT in all the subjects from as early as the first 

grade, except for SiSwati, probably because of the country’s post-colonial status, being 

a former British colony. Most of the students enrolled at this college, however, are ESL 

students. 

As a former high school teacher and a lecturer at a teacher training institution I have 

observed the challenge that the students encounter with acquiring the form of 

presentation expected of them in academic essays when they reach tertiary. When 

responding to assignment tasks students often reproduce material that has been 
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covered in lectures and it lacks critical engagement with independent texts. This lack of 

critical engagement with texts has also been echoed by colleagues in other 

departments.  

This is a problem because these student teachers need to use the same language in 

their teaching profession when they join the world of work. However, the question is 

whether the instructional practices permit the ESL proficiency in my research context, 

so that the students are able to continually enhance their ESL proficiency levels. 

Furthermore, the LoLT in higher learning institutions is at an advanced level and 

requires a particular worldview which is not explicitly stated in the learning of the student 

teachers. The research problem can therefore be summarised as follows: Student 

teachers whose mother tongue, or first language, is not English seem to experience 

challenges in achieving academic success when the LoLT of their education is English. 

1.4.1 ACADEMIC LANGUAGE EMBEDDED IN CONTEXT 

There is no doubt that language and learning are inextricably linked. Approximately the 

first ten years of a human being’s life is primarily focussed on acquiring the native 

language. Acquiring the native language during the earlier stages occurs mainly through 

an informal unintentional process of hearing the sounds of the language identifying 

some consistencies when there is reference to particular objects or activities and an 

effort to imitate the respective sounds. With time the construction of the language is 

discovered through identifying repetitive patterns associated with objects and activities 

separately and in association with each other. Through imitative trial and error, 

expression of the sounds as well as some corrective and perhaps explanatory informal 

guidance from time to time by native elders, the construction of the language is 

continually refined. A native uses the language to communicate efficiently long before 

the rules of its construction are known. It is only during formal education that these rules 

become apparent and may assist in increasingly sophisticated native language 

construction. 

However, when a language other than the native or mother tongue enters the education 

landscape serious challenges result. The learner has to contend with learning the new 

language, more especially the complex academic language used in the learning setting 

of students in higher learning and equally master the academic content taught through 

the foreign language. The ability to communicate in this language, the academic 

language is called Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) (Cummins 2009), 

since it is cognitively demanding. This is in contrast with the Basic Interpersonal 

Communication Skills (BICS) the learner experiences in conversational communication. 
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This challenge in cognition according to Cummins (2009) results from the absence of 

the context of communication often experienced in this language, yet conversational 

language, the language learnt in the early stages of life, is embedded in interpersonal 

and paralinguistic cues often present in the communicative event. These cues 

accompany the communication and add extra support to comprehension of language. 

Furthermore, the objects of the communication are usually known to both the speaker 

and the hearer in conversational communication. This is the natural context advocated 

in constructivist learning theories. Constructivist learning environments promote 

construction of knowledge by the learners based on tangible experiences with the 

environment around them (Gottlieb 2000). The theories are perched on the premise that 

when learners are in interaction with their own environment they individually construct 

meaning (Radical constructivism) (Von Glasersfeld 1995) and also according to 

Vygotsky (Powell & Kalina 2009) they also construct it collaboratively (social 

constructivism. A combination of the two should provide learners with powerful learning 

experiences. Nonetheless, if Chomsky’s Universal Grammar (UG) asserts that every 

human being is wired with a LAD which permits the acquisition of language (Cook & 

Newman 2007) this learning context should also enable students to acquire this 

language.  

1.5 AIM OF THE STUDY  

This study aims to explore how teacher educators and student teachers employ 

constructivist discourse in their educational practices to enhance the development of 

ESL, given that the ESL is non-native to the student teachers yet it is the LoLT in all 

content subjects. These student teachers should further use the ESL in their 

professional field. Given that constructivist theories promote a learning environment that 

resembles the natural setting similar to that which is experienced by individuals in their 

early stages of language learning, where no formal instruction is provided, the study 

seeks an understanding of how the student teachers respond to the constructivist 

instructional strategies employed across the researched disciplines.  In order to engage 

in this investigation the study has designed a relevant research question. 

1.6 THE RESEARCH QUESTION  

Based on the stated research problem, and the background literature the study seeks 

to investigate this primary research question: 
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Primary research question: 

How is constructivist discourse utilised to enhance ESL proficiency in teacher 
education? 
 
 Subsidiary research questions: 

1. How do student teachers themselves and teacher educators perceive their ESL 

proficiency? 

2. How do teacher educators utilize constructivist discourse in their education 

practice to enhance the ESL proficiency of their students? 

3. How do student teachers engage in constructivist discourse in enhancing their 

ESL proficiency challenges?  

1.7 A SUMMARY OF THE RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

This study is a qualitative and interpretive inquiry. It is qualitative in that it studies the 

behaviour of the participants through their perspectives in their natural context (Babbie 

& Mouton 2001; Creswell 2007). Consequently, it adopts a constructivist worldview 

(Creswell 2008), which is founded on the belief that knowledge is created by the knower 

based on experience and context.  

The study adopts the case study research strategy (Yin 2009) because it seeks to gain 

an in depth understanding of a phenomenon in a particular setting. In this study the 

phenomenon that is being studied is the utilization of constructivist discourse in 

developing proficiency in ESL, in the context of a teaching and learning setting, a 

teacher training college. This case study is “particularistic, descriptive and heuristic” 

(Merrien 1998:28). It is ‘particularistic’ in the sense that it focuses on a specific issue or 

event while revealing a general problem. It is also ‘descriptive’ in that it reveals the 

complexity of the event. Lastly, it is ‘heuristic’ in that it offers reasons and the 

background of the situation. In order to encompass all these aspects this study focuses 

on a limited number of cases within the research context while employing several data 

gathering strategies.  

In order to gain an in depth understanding of the phenomenon underpinning this study, 

data were collected from five first year student teachers and four of their educators, from 

different disciplines, at a teacher training institution. Data collection was done through 

the use of written open-ended survey questions, direct and video-recorded classroom 

observations, several face to face semi-structured interviews and reflective journals. 

These multiple methods are meant to ensure a “detailed engagement” (Babbie & 
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Mouton 2001:278) with the participants while enforcing validity in the interpretation of 

the findings. 

Data is analysed through a discourse analysis approach. It adopts the view that themes 

“can be articulated with an approach to discourse, and then could almost take form as 

a kind of ‘discourse analysis’ when it is used to accumulate and group a meaningful set 

of statements, metaphors, or images around a particular topic” (Parker 2013:229). This 

analysis is done to determine how each of my participants utilises constructivist 

discourse to develop ESL proficiency. Since my participants come from two separate 

groups, namely; teacher educators and student teachers, the employment of 

constructivist discourse is viewed in light of their positions within the teaching/learning 

context.  

1.8 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

Interest in this kind of study was primarily prompted by a personal desire to explore the 

complexity of a LoLT in a teacher education context where ESL students should further 

utilise the language in their teaching profession. Based on this view, this study provided 

an insight into how individual teacher educators’ notions of ESL proficiency and 

acquisition can translate to instructional strategies (Brookes & Brookes 1999). The study 

has also extended an understanding of how teacher educators’ utilisation of 

constructivist learning discourses can influence students’ engagement in learning tasks, 

particularly in terms of acquiring ESL in content courses. Although research has been 

conducted in ESL students’ challenges with ESL in higher education, this study can 

provide information to teacher educators across disciplines on how interdisciplinary 

collaboration in higher learning institutions can be fostered with language departments 

in an effort to promote ESL acquisition.  

 
1.9 RESEARCH CONSTRAINTS OF THE STUDY 

Constraints in this study were related to the data collection period and my interpretation 

of the data. As the researcher is a primary instrument in qualitative research (Merrien 

2002:25), my involvement as an educator at the same institution, while I may have 

viewed it in a positive light in terms of understanding the dynamics of the research 

context (although I was on study leave during the period of this study), my position may 

have influenced my participants’ actions (especially my colleagues, the educators) and 

my interpretation of the data. However, to avoid any bias my role as a researcher was 
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clarified to my colleagues and the student teachers, who were my participants, from as 

early as possible.  

My major concern before going to the field of research was that the student teachers 

would react differently in the lessons as a result of the video-recording in their presence. 

My fears were allayed by the teacher educator who conducted the first lesson I 

observed, and my frequent observation of the lessons. I noticed that during my first 

classroom observation, which happened to be in a science laboratory, the educator tried 

to put the students at ease through making references to the on-going video-recording 

in a jocular manner. For that reason my presence became less threatening to the 

student teachers. Furthermore, since I observed the same group of student teachers in 

all the subjects I became a familiar figure in their midst throughout the period of my 

observations.  

Another constraint was that my data collection period coincided with the teaching 

practice exercise at the college, therefore each of the educators had only one period a 

week to conduct a lesson with the first year students since they were also observing 

second and third year students in their schools of practice. This simultaneous 

occurrence of teaching practice supervision by the educators and attending to first year 

students for lessons at times disrupted my arrangement with the educators to observe 

their lessons. However, the least number of lessons I observed per teacher educator 

was two; that is four lessons with one teacher educator, three lessons with two teacher 

educators and two lessons with one teacher educator. 

During my interpretation of the data I also ensured that I engaged some colleagues 

outside the research context to cross check my interpretation.  

 
1.10 OUTLINE OF THE STUDY  

The study comprises six chapters. In the first chapter I provide an introduction in the 

form of a narrative, the background of the research problem, research questions arising 

from the problem and the significance of the study. In chapter 2 I discuss literature on 

language acquisition and ESL learning in higher education along with the theoretical 

framework which focuses on constructivism. The research design, which seemed 

relevant to respond to the research question, and its data collection procedure and 

analysis, are discussed in chapter 3. Chapter 4 presents the results and findings of the 

study analysed through a discourse analysis approach. In chapter 5 I discuss the 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | 15 

findings of the study and in chapter 6 I provide a synopsis of the study, the conclusions 

and recommendations.  

---oOo--- 
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Chapter 2 
Literature review 

 

2.1 INTRODUCTION  

A strong relationship between language and learning is irrefutable. This interrelationship 

is expressively marked when language learning is the consideration. A significant 

complication in this study is that it is concerned with learning in an academic setting 

which requires the acquisition of an academic language through a second language. 

This is the language of teaching and learning at the higher education institution where 

this research has been conducted. Although this may not be a unique phenomenon, 

especially in higher education and in teacher education in particular, it would be 

important to engage in some exploration of the different categories of language, its 

acquisition and its seemingly aggravating complexity within the context of this study. 

Since the study sets out to explore the utilisation of constructivist discourse to develop 

ESL, I present literature on the learning of the first and the second language with no 

rigid distinction between the terms “acquisition” and “learning”. I do however make a 

distinction of the practices associated with the two terms in specific paragraphs which 

focus on the first language and the second language. Acquisition, that is learning 

unconsciously, in this study seems important since it serves as the basis for the possible 

teaching/learning approach to ESL development as proposed in the context of this 

study, given that the LoLT referred to in the study is used across disciplines. The terms 

LoLT (Language of learning and teaching) and ESL (English as a second language) are 

also used interchangeably.   I begin with presenting background information on effects 

of the complexity of language learning in this context.  

2.2 LANGUAGE CHALLENGES OF ESL STUDENTS IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

ESL literature in general, not surprisingly, abounds with reports on the challenges 

students face when they are confronted with English as the language of instruction in 

the higher education institution they are studying at which is different from their mother 

tongue. Fundamentally, it seems as though the challenges pivot around the implicitness 

of the rules of the academic discourse in the academic disciplines in general, but also 

the differences in different academic disciplines in particular, which ultimately results in 

low academic performance of ESL students. This is particularly evident in both Asian 

and African students doing their studies in their own and other Western countries 
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(Casanave & Li 2009; Li 2009; Xie 2010; Evans & Morrison 2011; Boughey 2000; Gillet 

2010; Gupta 2004; Lee 2007; Mngqwashu 2009; Niven 2009).  

In a longitudinal study which investigated language-related challenges first year 

students from Hong Kong faced when adjusting to English as medium instruction, Evans 

and Morrison (2011) discovered four main challenges that may constitute the 

fundamental challenge of ESL students. These challenges were: understanding 

technical vocabulary, comprehending concepts in lectures, adopting the appropriate 

academic style and achieving the necessary requirements in disciplines and the 

institution as a whole. Some authors attribute this predicament to socio-political factors, 

others to lack of explicit explanation of the concepts of academic discourse, others to 

sociolinguistic backgrounds of students, while others observe the effect of poor prior-

learning experiences on the assimilation of new knowledge.  

Although the preceding findings are representative of classroom learning, Teemant 

(2010) discovered the awareness of ESL students regarding their poor performance 

especially in assessment practices. ESL students are concerned about assessment 

practices which they felt could not fully represent their content knowledge. The students 

held that in assessment “language knowledge and content knowledge (were) often 

confounded” (Teemant 2010:10). Their lack of proficiency in the target language 

resulted in failure to accurately display their content knowledge on tests, which resulted 

in poor academic performance. For this reason, they preferred multiple choice questions 

as opposed to distinguishing between true/false statements, answering questions in full 

sentences – irrespective of whether the answer required is short and restricted or an 

extended essay format. They believed the latter test formats were too demanding on 

them as ESL students and therefore preferred those assessment formats with no 

engagement in organising and constructing text using long stretches of language. 

Moreover, logical reasoning required in essay format responses reveals the individual’s 

thinking process, and its success relies heavily on the individual’s ability to apply the 

relevant disciplinary discourse when communicating ideas. Conversely, the students’ 

inability to communicate their ideas appropriately in essays results from their failure to 

acquire the discourse styles required in their disciplines.  

One very interesting finding has been provided by Boughey (2000) who explored 

different practices of her ESL students, in a Systematic Philosophy Class, and 

discovered that the students’ lack of systematic writing stemmed from the lack of their 

understanding of the concepts of academic discourse as opposed to their using a 
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language that differs from their native language. In this sense it seems as though 

conceptualisation is primary in ESL academic discourse. 

Whatever the inevitable challenges and/or the causes of the poor academic 

performance of ESL students, this could be rectified only through appropriate education 

practices.  

2.3 CURRENT DOMINATING EDUCATION PRACTICES REGARDING 
LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 

 
2.3.1 THE CONVENTIONAL LANGUAGE CLASSROOM 

Traditional methods of teaching have emphasized rote learning with the teacher taking 

the centre stage (Li 2009:59), resulting in less cognitive involvement of the learners 

(Airashian & Walsh 1997:446). These methods place greater dependence of the learner 

on the teacher as a resource. Moreover, the teacher may be the only more proficient 

English speaker the student comes into contact with, in most of the ESL classrooms. 

According to Lightbown and Spada (2006:112), in these traditional classrooms linguistic 

items tend to be presented and practised in isolation, one item at a time, in a sequence 

believed by educators or textbook writers to be a movement from simple to complex 

language expressions. Consequently, besides the dominating lecturing monologue 

discourse, students experience a limited range of language discourse types of which 

the Initiation-Response-Evaluation (IRE) exchanges are prevalent. In the IRE 

exchanges the educator asks a question, a student answers and the educator evaluates 

the response. This seems to be the preferred and dominating the other possible 

language discourse modes, because the demand on accuracy seems to be given 

priority over meaningful language interaction: the students are expected to speak and 

write the second language correctly from the onset of their learning while ascertaining 

whether the language has been epistemologically understood is neglected because the 

grammatical features seem to be the focus rather than the effective communication of 

subject content. This tendency becomes evident when, concerning classroom 

management issues where comprehension and compliance are of immediate concern, 

educators would either “modify” their second language usage or completely switch to 

the students’ mother tongue to ensure the necessary comprehension and compliance.  

 Code-switching 

Code-switching is mainly observed in multilingual and multicultural societies, with both 

the educators and the students’ discourse (Cook 2001; Sert 2005; Ahmad 2009). They 

switch between the official instructional second language and the students’ native 
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language. Cook (2001) contends that in educational setting where the language of 

instruction is not the mother tongue but the educators and the students share a common 

less “alienating” language, code-switching should be regarded as natural and virtually 

unavoidable for a required and perceived progression in the educational context. In 

some learning settings it has been assumed to be an effective strategy “when dealing 

with low English proficient learners” (Ahmad 2009:49). What aggravates this condition 

is that code-switching amongst educators is not always a conscious act (Sert 2002:2). 

This is to say the teacher is not usually “aware of the functions and outcomes of the 

code-switching process”. Usually, the educator gives the instruction in the target 

language and repeats it in the students’ native language to clarify meaning of the subject 

content. Although Sert (2005) believes an understanding of the functions of this practice 

may assist educators to modify their instruction for the students’ academic success in 

language learning, he warns that constant translation to the learners’ native language 

may lead them to lose interest in listening to the former instruction which will have 

negative academic consequences, since the student is exposed to the target language 

discourse limitedly (Sert 2002:3).  

Code-switching has also been observed mainly in group work to facilitate learning and 

teaching (Setati & Adler 2000:254). Most students believe switching between the 

languages is the acceptable practice (Cook 2001:105). As they try to reconcile their new 

knowledge with their prior knowledge, they resort to expressions that they feel clearly 

express their understanding of the learning concepts and paradoxically, deprive 

themselves of practice in the language of learning. Subsequently there is scepticism on 

the value of code-switching, especially in instances where the aim is to develop the 

learners’ overall competence in English (Martin-Jones 1995). This is to say code-

switching deprives the learners of an opportunity to be immersed in the authentic nature 

of the target language and acquire it through a language challenge. 

2.3.2 LANGUAGE LEARNING INTERVENTIONS IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

The lecture method is the most preferred method of teaching in higher education and 

assumedly the most suitable method when addressing a large audience, yet it is 

epistemologically not conducive to student learning (Laing 1996; Folley 2010). It 

presupposes that the lecturer is the expert, with all the information that must be 

delivered to the students within a short space of time, while neglecting the students’ 

involvement in the learning process (Folley 2010).  

In response to the language challenges of students, academic language practitioners in 

higher education have intervened through setting up writing centres (these are centres 
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within the institutions where students are given personal assistance on how to respond 

to assignment tasks in different courses), computer-networked classrooms to enable 

Computer Mediated Communication (CMC), restructuring academic literacy courses 

within the conventional classroom and they have further undertaken empirical research 

to ascertain the effectiveness of interventions instituted (Goodier & Parkinson 2005; 

Jacobs 2005, 2007; Linton, Magdan & Johnson 1994; Mgqwashu 2009; Mlotsa 2001; 

Thomson 2005).  

 A genre approach 

Some scholars suggest a genre approach to teaching in academic discourse 

(Mgqwashu 2009; Thomson 2005). Genre refers to the kind of writing that employs 

conventions which are acceptable for specific tasks in specific disciplines within the 

academic community. According to Mgqwashu (2009), adopting the genre approach 

can help undo classroom practices that created inequality in the education system, such 

as practices that rewarded the elite and further marginalised the majority. However, in 

this approach all students are carefully guided by the educator step-by-step throughout 

the whole structure of the genre. Although this approach sounds promising, since it is 

discipline-specific, it seems collaboration between the disciplinary experts and the 

academic literacy team is necessary to fully acquaint the students with their relevant 

genre. Furthermore, guiding the students step-by-step in their task will not necessarily 

engage them critically in the construction of knowledge about the genre. If academic 

language proficiency is to be acquired and extended beyond the classroom, a more 

authentic and immersive language engagement is necessary.  

 A disciplinary approach 

Others further suggest disciplinary approaches towards the learning of the academic 

discourse. Linton, Magdan and Johnson (1994:4) contend that “a successful 

introduction to disciplinary styles prepares students to attend to the writing demands of 

new situations and thus speeds their enculturation into new communities.” Proponents 

of this view believe that generic academic literacy courses often promote the academic 

literacy that the practitioners are most familiar with usually that of Humanities since 

academic literacy courses are often conducted by language specialists (Goodier & 

Parkinson 2005). The contention is that students should be socialised into the discourse 

styles of the different disciplines by the experts in that field. While a disciplinary 

approach can expose students to the disciplinary ways of knowing and representing 

knowledge, the nature of the task and its presentation should be one that will enforce 
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the students’ self-regulation of learning so that the language is acquired and therefore 

transferable to similar challenges.  

 A trans-disciplinary approach 

On the contrary, Jacobs (2005, 2007) advocates a trans-disciplinary approach as 

opposed to exposing the students to genres that are advocated by a certain discipline 

in isolation. She believes collaboration between lecturers in different disciplines may 

help to embed the teaching of academic literacy into the disciplines. The contention is 

that acquisition of academic discourse happens gradually across the entire 

undergraduate phase since knowledge of disciplinary content also entails knowing the 

patterns of communicating the knowledge in that discipline. Jacobs (2007:879) argues 

that a creation of “trans-disciplinary discursive spaces” among educators may help 

“narrow the disciplinary identities” and enable easy assimilation of academic discourse. 

Although collaboration among the practitioners would promote an understanding of the 

language challenge across disciplines, students need to acquire specific disciplinary 

discourse as opposed to generic knowledge, so that they transfer their competencies 

seamlessly to the workplace. Therefore, this integration of language and content must 

be carefully planned. 

 Text-based learning 

Learning in higher education is mainly based on text, and often ignores the context of 

the students, especially with regards to developing the second language. Text in this 

sense includes different forms of written material presented in words, graphics, pictures, 

symbols and signs. Boughey (2002:10-11) cites an example of a text-based task in 

which the students at a University in South Africa were given an excerpt (brief 

description) which related an imminent volcanic eruption in one of the Asian countries 

while railway and landing spaces for helicopters were non-functional within this area. 

The students’ task was to complete the narrative, and decipher proper measurers to 

save the lives of the occupants within that area using the available truck transportation. 

Boughey’s comment about this learning task is that the students found the text 

extremely difficult and could not make sense of the incident since it was beyond their 

experiences. As a result “staff members found themselves providing background 

knowledge to students who had little understanding of what a relief operation was and 

who, in many cases, had never seen television news reports of one” (p. 11). Practically, 

the students could not relate to this scenario since it was removed from their immediate 

environment. This incident is evidence that contextual knowledge that is within the 

students’ experiences is essential in comprehending text. While the task may have been 
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designed around a real-world incident, it was beyond the imagination of the students. 

As a result, these educators’ stance of verbally supplying the background information 

deprived the students an opportunity to tap into their prior knowledge, construct new 

knowledge and extend the narrative.  

 Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL) 

Literature on the use software tools by students in education reveals that students 

continually use social software, therefore education practitioners harness the 

usefulness of the computer medium to enhance the students’ learning than discourage 

them (Clarke & Clarke 2009). Although there are various reported challenges on the 

use of this medium, which include appropriate computer skills and knowledge, adequate 

resources, insufficient technical support (Mirzajani, Mahmud, Mohd Ayub & Wong 

2016), language teachers have introduced computer-based online discussions into the 

classroom to allow for the social and academic interaction with the students (Hirvela 

2007, Minocha 2009 & Mhichíl, Appel, Ó Ciardubháin, Jager & Prizel-Kania 2015). 

Some benefits of using this medium in enhancing second language acquisition are 

observed. Mainly the medium enables students to participate fully in knowledge 

construction without the ‘social cues’ observed in traditional classroom settings. 

However, in a research on interaction patterns in online discussions produced in a 

course designed to promote academic literacy that I observed, students maintained the 

traditional initiation-response-evaluation mode (Mlotsa 2001). Students could not 

engage the teachers or experts in academic discussions. I therefore concluded that it is 

not the language medium per se that enhances the learning but a complex 

interrelationship of participants, the task that is realistic and authentic to the discipline, 

and the language medium. This practice is however an extension of some practices 

observed in school settings.  

2.4 DEVELOPING LANGUAGE IN SCHOOLS 

A report on the state of schools in South Africa, particularly the status of teaching and 

learning in primary schools, documented by the National Education Evaluation and 

Development Unit (NEEDU 2012), presents an evaluation of the learners’ reading and 

writing skills. This study focused on a sample of 134 primary schools, in grades 1-3, 

from all nine provinces from areas of a high population. In terms of the quality of teaching 

and learning, this evaluation measured the direct outcomes of learning, such as the 

writing revealed in learners’ books and one-on-one assessments of the learners’ 

reading abilities. This choice was based on a feeling that indirect documents, such as 

lesson plans and other records would be unreliable. After a careful diagnosis of the 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | 23 

teaching and learning of language and mathematics in these schools, it became evident 

that educators lacked an understanding of how certain activities function to develop the 

cognitive capacities of learners. These evaluators discovered that educators 

compromised on the nature of the learning activities and their frequency as specified in 

the curriculum statements. For instance, in writing, educators focused on tasks that 

concentrated on writing activities of a lower cognitive demand and could not progress 

to longer stretches of writing, in spite of the stated requirements in the books. Extended 

writing in language, such as writing paragraphs and essays “develops higher cognitive 

functions of inference, analysis and interpretation…” (NEEDU 2012:11). In 

mathematics, the curriculum demands that learners progress to tasks of a higher 

cognitive level, whereby learners work on word problems, simulating real life scenarios. 

Word problems ensure that “…the processes of induction, deduction, extrapolation and 

proportional reasoning are exercised” (ibid). However, educators rarely led the learners 

towards these demanding tasks, therefore inhibiting the learning potential of the 

learners. Such practice negatively affects the natural cognitive development of the 

learner in terms of language development. 

2.5 FIRST LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 

The behaviourist theory argues that a child acquires a first language through imitation, 

practice, and reinforcement (Lightbown & Spada 2006:34). In other words, the 

behaviourist contention is that the child responds to a stimulus, and when this response 

is reinforced the child acquires language. These authors posit that the Nativist theory 

developed by Chomsky in 1965 emerged as a critique to the behaviourist theory with a 

system they called a Universal Grammar (UG). This Universal Grammar proposed that 

children from birth have an innate complete set of all the required systems in all 

languages, a language acquisition device (LAD). Brown (1994:25) refers to this device 

as “the little black box”. This LAD consists of (1) the ability to differentiate speech sounds 

from the rest in the environment, (2) the ability to unify linguistic events into several 

categories, (3) an awareness of the possible kind of a linguistic system in the language 

and (4) the capability to constantly evaluate the emerging linguistic system in order to 

create possible language structures with the linguistic data.  

Chomsky’s argument is that children’s innate knowledge of the principles of UG enables 

them to acquire any language they are exposed to early in their lives as their first 

language. This LAD is “programmed to accept the surface structure of any natural 

language as input and to recognize its deep structure by virtue of the kinship of all 

natural languages to a universal linguistic deep structure that humans knew innately” 
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(Bruner 1981:157). This means acquiring a language means discovering how the 

features of a language a child is first exposed to fit into the UG which is already present 

(Cook & Newson 2007:205). It is knowledge of how the language utilises UG. The 

process of acquisition can be represented in this figure: 

  
 

 

 

Figure 2.5: The acquisition process (Adapted from Bruner, 1981) 

 

This primary linguistic data that an individual needs incorporates physical events and 

objects. Therefore, the speech sounds or the phonemes or writing symbols all relate to 

things outside the human mind (Cook & Newman 2007:4). These sounds and symbols 

are merely “the external face of language”, and have no meaning in themselves but 

derive their meaning from these physical events and objects. Speakers of a language, 

therefore, do not comprehend just the sound or the meaning, but they know how to link 

the two. Second language learning in formal learning settings seems to miss this 

connection to enable acquisition of the new language. 

2.6 SECOND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 

Second language acquisition should be understood as the unconscious learning of 

another language apart from the first language learnt from birth. Some authors refer to 

this language as the ‘first additional language’. In this study I have adopted ‘second 

language’ to refer to any language acquired beyond infancy. While UG claims that there 

are universal principles of acquiring language, some authors contend that UG does not 

provide a plausible explanation for second language acquisition, and others maintain 

that some learners tend to be more proficient in the language than they would if they 

depended solely on the input they are exposed to (Lightbown & Spada 2006:35). This 

evidence suggests that knowledge of UG is present in both first and second language 

learners. Nonetheless, some proponents of the Critical Period Hypothesis believe there 

is a certain period in human development when the brain is predisposed for success in 

first and second language acquisition, somewhere around puberty or even earlier 

(Collier 1987). On the contrary, Brown (2007:58) argues that “such an assumption must 

be viewed in the light of what it means to be ‘successful’ in learning a second language 

and particularly the role of accent (his italics) as a component of success”.  
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Similarly, Krashen (1982) contends that both young children from birth and adults are 

capable of acquiring language; which results in first language acquisition for the former 

and second language acquisition if it is an additional language. Krashen bases this 

contention on studies that claim adults have two distinct and independent ways of 

developing competence in a second language, which is through acquisition and through 

‘learning’ (Krashen 1982:34). In the same vein, Lightbown and Spada (2006:68-69) 

argue that “older learners use their metalinguistic knowledge, memory strategies and 

problem-solving skills to make the most of second language instruction”. This is to say, 

adults have the advantage of employing further resources to develop the second 

language as opposed to the abilities of children from birth. For adults, the ability to 

acquire a second language does not disappear at puberty, rather adults follow the same 

principles of UG, using the same LAD, but only differ in the phonological aspect of 

language, which is observed in accent. 

2.6.1 KRASHEN’S THEORY OF SECOND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 

Krashen (1982) expounds on second language acquisition in his Monitor Model which 

encapsulates five hypotheses about the process of acquisition the learner is likely to 

experience. His first hypothesis is the acquisition-learning hypothesis, which specifies 

the difference between acquisition and learning; acquisition being the automatic or 

unconscious learning of language through exposure to the target language and learning 

as the intentional, explicit learning of the structure and rules of the language. In this 

sense Krashen seems to place a clear demarcation between intentional language 

instruction and unconscious learning of language. The second hypothesis is the monitor 

hypothesis, which edits what has been acquired, making some changes with the aim of 

producing refined language. At this stage the language seems to adopt the form of direct 

instruction; learning. The third hypothesis concerns natural order. This hypothesis is 

based on findings that there is a natural sequence in the acquisition of a second 

language just as in first language acquisition. Some language structures are acquired 

earlier than others consistently. 

Fourthly, there is the input hypothesis, which supposes that acquisition occurs when an 

individual is exposed to a language that is comprehensible. This comprehensible 

language should contain i+1 where i represents the language that is already known and 

+1 represents the words, grammatical forms or features of pronunciation that are slightly 

above the learner’s knowledge. In other words, the language is pitched a step above 

the learners’ level of competence. Krashen (1982:52-53) believes this comprehensibility 

can be aided through linguistic and non-linguistic ways. Linguistically, this aid involves 
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simplification (slower rate, high frequency vocabulary, less slang, fewer idioms, and 

simplified sentence structures) and extra-linguistic support involves objects and 

artefacts. Basically, when one links this study’s focus with Krashen’s fourth hypothesis, 

he suggests that the educator should take advantage of the student’s real-life 

surroundings; the student’s knowledge of the world when designing the input.  

The final hypothesis is the affective filter – a “metaphorical barrier that prevents learners 

from acquiring a language even when appropriate input is available” (Krashen 1982:37). 

It refers to feelings, motives, needs, attitudes and emotional states that may reject input, 

thus preventing acquisition from occurring. He asserts that “the fourth hypothesis may 

be the single most important concept in second language acquisition theory 

today…because it attempts to answer the crucial theoretical question of how we acquire 

language. It is also important because it may hold the answer to many of our everyday 

problems in second language instruction at all levels” (Krashen 1982:36). Krashen 

contends that, while some factors are believed to impede second language acquisition, 

such as age and length of exposure, they are not really causative factors. By implication, 

Krashen’s hypothesis proposes that the new language task the student engages in will 

challenge the student in a way that he/she might lose interest, but the i+1 ensures that 

the task is within the student’s interest, and enforces tenacity in problem solving and 

transformation in the student. Tenacity is greatly determined by how intimately an 

individual is affected by the problem (Sears & Hersh 1998:14). Based on Krashen’s 

affective filter, academic language may affect the student’s feelings, attitudes and 

emotional states since it may be a third language to ESL students and therefore present 

a greater challenge. For instance, a student may seem ignorant of an item, even if it is 

within his/her surroundings, when the name used is scientific. This is the case with 

academic language. Consequently the need to embed the learning in the student’s 

knowledge of the world is vital in order to afford students an opportunity to learn 

academic language unconsciously. 

2.7 ACADEMIC LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 

Academic language is at an advanced level of literacy (Schleppegrell & Colombi 2000), 

and therefore differs from everyday language. In his early writings Cummins (1996) 

differentiated between Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS) and Cognitive 

Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) on the basis that BICS is the ability to 

communicate efficiently through language in social settings, and CALP is the ability to 

communicate appropriately in academic or school settings (Cummins 2009:3). His 

contention was that learners acquire proficiency in basic interpersonal communication 
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or their first language (L1) prior to schooling, while CALP is “the cognitive and linguistic 

effort learners are required to display in order to access academic knowledge found in 

genres such as textbooks or examination instructions (involving receptive competence), 

or to convey knowledge through written essays or tests (productive competence) 

(Ramani & Joseph 2008:48). In this sense, academic language is a secondary 

discourse; a second or even a third language to the non-native speaker of English. 

Cummins (2009:3) later represented the difference between BICS and CALP as 

conversational proficiency and academic proficiency in four quadrants. This 

representation places any instance of a language event into each of these quadrants. 

See the following figure: 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.7: The BICS and CALP quadrants (Cummins 2009:3) 

 

Quadrant A shows the conversational face-to-face language, which is cognitively 

undemanding, and it is acquired in a context-rich environment. This is the context 

experienced by children in first language acquisition. The other extreme shows the 

language in quadrant D in a context-reduced environment and cognitively demanding. 

This cognitively demanding language is regarded as the highest level of academic 

proficiency, characterized by the removal of the real life context when communicating.  

In context-embedded communication, on the one hand, mainly observed in 

conversational language, participants can actively negotiate meaning. For instance, 

they can request clarification or provide feedback that a message has not been 

understood. This is to say they are personally engaged in the construction of meaning, 

and the subject of their communication is usually on objects of common knowledge to 

the interlocutors. Conversational language is supported by a wide range of interpersonal 

and situational cues, therefore less cognitively demanding. This language is more 
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typical of everyday talk outside the traditional classroom. Context-reduced 

communication, on the other hand, relies primarily on knowledge of the language 

exclusively (Cummins 2009:4) without personally experiencing the objects or events in 

a realistic context. This context-reduced language (quadrant D) is mainly abstract. This 

is to say, as students advance through the different levels of formal learning they are 

gradually required to employ language in cognitively-demanding and context-reduced 

situations that differ predominantly from their everyday conversations.  

Cummins developed the figure in a continuum to represent the “developmental aspects 

of communicative competence” in as far as cognitive involvement in a task is concerned. 

Ideally, Cummins proposed that the student’s language proficiency initially begins with 

conversational ability and requires less cognitive effort (quadrant A) and from this point 

the student should be encouraged to progress to context-embedded but cognitively-

demanding language in quadrant B (such as problem-solving tasks) (Ramani & Joseph 

2008:49). From quadrant B then it would be easy to achieve the cognitive demand and 

communicative competence of quadrant D. 

In writing, for example, “students must learn to continue to produce language without 

the prompting that comes from a conversational partner and they must plan large units 

of discourse, and organize them coherently, rather than planning only what will be said 

next” (ibid). In other words, proficiency in the language of quadrant D will be a progress 

from quadrant B which is supported by context. However, language learning has 

focused on quadrant C activities (rote learning of content or focus on surface features 

of language) which are less efficient in developing academic proficiency. 

In different disciplines students are expected to use appropriate genres preferred in 

those disciplinary areas. Genres are “the ways in which discourse communities, such 

as academic disciplines, achieve their purposes or goals” (Carstens 2008:50). These 

genres may be in the form of oral presentations, research reports, lab reports, case 

studies, essays of any form, etc. Furthermore, these students must develop the 

appropriate rhetorical strategies to employ within the genres. Rhetorical strategies are 

“groupings of texts that are similar in their internal linguistic form, irrespective of genre” 

(ibid). General rhetorical modes across disciplines are narration, exposition, 

explanation, description, and argumentation. Some authors include “exemplification, 

process, definition, cause and effect, comparison and contrast, division and 

classification and persuasion”, while some sub-categorise these linguistic forms under 

the general strategies (Carstens 2008:50).  
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Students must also display skills of observing, exploring, investigating, analysing, 

synthesizing and evaluating within each genre. Along with the rhetorical strategies 

should be “a fundamental understanding of audience” (California State Education 

Department Report 2002:13) in order to adopt an appropriate tone and register. This 

stylistic use of language requires the student to identify relationships between texts and 

formulate a coherent genre. Competence in the language, therefore, becomes essential 

if one has to differentiate between these various forms of genres and linguistic styles. 

This linguistic competence is reflected in productive skills or output, such as written texts 

and oral presentations. 

 
2.7.1 INSIGHTS FROM THE CURRENT LANGUAGE EDUCATION PRACTICES 

 Acquisition is not deliberate  

Language acquisition is the unconscious learning of language through being immersed 

in the target language and experiencing real time exposure to it (Krashen 1982:5). It is 

a process that produces functional skills in the language without any theoretical 

knowledge. According to Chomsky, it is the “internal development (of language) in 

response to vital, but comparatively trivial experience from outside” (Cook & Newman 

2007:185). Cook likens this development to planting a seed in the ground. The seed 

needs essential elements like water, minerals and sunshine to grow, but the potential 

of the plant is inherent within the seed. Chomsky’s proposition on language 

development is related to growth, which happens unconsciously than to deliberate 

learning. This is to say “language acquisition does not require extensive use of 

conscious grammatical rules, and does not require tedious drill." It “requires meaningful 

interaction in the target language – natural communication – in which speakers are 

concerned not with the form of their utterances but with the messages they are 

conveying and understanding" (Krashen 1982:5). With exposure to any language the 

child will acquire it, including sign language (Cook & Newman 2007:189). Explained 

differently, acquisition includes “implicit learning, informal learning, and natural learning. 

In non-technical language acquisition is similar to "’picking-up’ a language” (ibid), as 

experienced by infants in first language learning.The learning environment should 

provide the necessary context, equipped with the vital components for unconscious 

language acquisition. 

 Slightly pitched comprehensible input 

Although Krashen (1982) suggests two forms of aiding comprehensibility in input, which 

are simplification (slower rate, high frequency vocabulary, less slang, fewer idioms, 
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simplified sentence structures) and extra-linguistic support (objects and pictures), the 

preceding paragraphs seem to suggest that experiencing demanding authentic real-life 

events, in the form of inherent challenges, within the context of the target (second and/or 

academic) language is inevitable. Furthermore, conveying messages appropriately and 

accurately is inherent within the context of the event (which, in this study, is the real-life 

phenomenon of teacher education conducted through English as, at least, the students’ 

second language and, simultaneously in the academic language context of the said 

real-life phenomenon) and a major contributor to effective second language acquisition. 

Paramount in this view is that the input of the context of the real-life event or challenge 

has to be comprehensible enough but at a clearly higher level of the student’s current 

level of proficiency. Krashen (1982:5) proposes that this input should be i+1, meaning 

that this input should contain language that the learner already knows (i) and the new 

forms of language the learner needs to acquire (+1).  

 Low anxiety 

This comprehensible input must be operating within appropriately tolerable anxiety 

contexts (Krashen 1982:5). If the anxiety context is appropriate, the acquirer will focus 

on, not only conveying the message, but also on the appropriate form the language 

requires Such an appropriate anxiety context is also established by not insisting on 

immediate correct production of the language (since some students may feel insecure 

to produce until they have built enough competence in the language), but to ensure a 

reflective intervention as soon as possible after the experience when the inevitable 

immediacy of the event or resolution to the real-life challenge has “subsided” to such an 

extent that the correction of the required language format could become the subsequent 

primary focus of the student. Ultimately, this flexibility in language production time helps 

to make the affective element conducive to the enhancement of language acquisition.  

 Relevance 

Appropriate anxiety situations are characterised by language input with messages that 

are valuable to the student. These are activities that are appropriate to the age, interests 

and cultural backgrounds of the students, and most importantly, where students can 

experience success (Lightbown & Spada 2006:193). In essence, the learning task 

becomes valuable, if the student experiences the real-life context of what it means to 

be a teacher, (which is the case in this study) and the student tends to forget that the 

message is actually presented in another language (Krashen 1982:60).  
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 Motivation 

When students are stimulated through demanding real-life challenges or learning tasks 

through which they actually experience the inevitable value of what they are doing, they 

feel positively motivated to learn. In a study on integrating real world experience in the 

curriculum of a business course, the findings revealed that students were greatly 

motivated in the subject matter where they engaged in activities or situations which they 

were likely to encounter in the real-world of business and their employability was 

enhanced (Ehiyazaryan & Barraclough 2009). Likewise, the inherent value of the 

messages in language creates a genuine, immediate need to learn the language and 

within the demanding academic format (Lightbown & Spada 2006:193). Essentially, 

motivation is the best predictor of success in second language acquisition (ibid: 185). 

Consequently, students find it difficult to learn a second language if they have neither 

instrumental nor integrative motivation (Cook 2001:114-117). Instrumental motivation 

refers to learning the language for the purpose of fulfilling a career goal or other practical 

reasons, such as passing an examination, while integrative motivation refers to learning 

a language in order to take part in the culture of its people (ibid). With regard to 

academic language in higher education and teacher education in particular, an 

integrative motivation could be the will to conform to the culture of the discipline. An 

instrumental motivation would entail a desire to succeed academically and eventually 

qualify for prospective professional employment (as a teacher in this study or further 

studies in education or even teacher education).  

 Authentic tasks 

Tasks that are relevant to the students in terms of age, interest, and cultural 

background, are most likely to be authentic language tasks which occur in the students’ 

real life contexts. Authentic tasks have the benefit of enhancing students’ motivation 

(Parsons & Ward 2011:463) through making them feel that they are learning the ‘real’ 

language; they are in touch with a living entity, the target language as it is used by the 

community which speaks it (Guariento & Morley 2001:347). Evidence suggests that 

students pay little attention to meaning after a few repetitions in drill (Krashen 1982:54) 

as this does not occur naturally in their language encounters yet they need to develop 

strategies for dealing with authentic material if they are eventually going to be prepared 

for language use outside the classroom. Moreover, individuals who acquire a second 

language outside classrooms are exposed to a great variety of forms and structures of 

language (Lightbown & Spada 2006:191). Similarly, the classroom should incorporate 

a variety of realistic language tasks. Such tasks exemplify the nature of language 

learning in the real world.  
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2.8 LANGUAGE USE IN THE REAL WORLD 

Language is an act of communicating messages. Communication in this sense refers 

to being able to send messages from speaker/sender/listener to receiver/listener/reader 

and that is achieved if the “communicative act” is correctly interpreted (Savignon 

1983:4-5) by the receiver/listener/reader. This involves both the speaker and the listener 

being at the same level of understanding (Rodman & Fromkin 1998). These authors 

elaborate on the prerequisite for language to fulfil its basic function. Language has a 

certain structure that qualifies it to serve its purpose of communication and consists of 

its phonological system; the sound pattern or phonetic sounds used to form words. 

Knowing a language therefore means knowing which sounds are in the language’s 

phonetic inventory and this constitutes only a part of the linguistic knowledge. One must 

also know that certain sound sequences signify a certain concept which is the meaning. 

This is called the semantic system. There is also the grammatical system which is 

concerned with how morphemes (units in a word) combine to form a meaningful word 

and how words combine to form sentences. The grammatical system is therefore 

formed by morphological rules and syntactic rules. These rules ensure that the 

vocabulary in the language follows an acceptable word order to produce meaningful 

sentences. For instance, the basic word order in the deep structure of an English 

sentence is subject-verb-object (SVO). However, there are sentences derived from this 

order through generative grammatical rules. These are the rules applied in sentence 

formation to generate an infinite number of otherwise grammatical sentences. Native 

speakers of a language apply these rules in generating sentences unconsciously. This 

is an act of linguistic competence – an individual’s unconscious knowledge about the 

structure of a language (Graziano-King & Cairns 2010:208). It is the “underlying 

knowledge of the system of a language – its rules of grammar, its vocabulary, all the 

pieces of a language and how those pieces fit together” (Brown 1994:31). For instance, 

English speaking people who know the word child know how it sounds, how it is written, 

its meaning, its plural form children and how to use it correctly in sentence constructions 

and this knowledge of the word is part of their linguistic competence irrespective of their 

knowledge of its grammatical category (Graziano-King & Cairns 2010:208). This 

competence is unaffected by “performance variables” (Nazari 2007:202). However, an 

individual’s linguistic output such as speech, writing, or response to a task is a display 

of the linguistic competence or knowledge, which Chomsky identified as linguistic 

performance. A major factor towards what one will communicate however is the 

language he/she is exposed to, sociocultural aspect of language which develops 

communicative competence.  
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2.8.1 COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE 

Communicative competence is therefore an integration of the innate knowledge of the 

language and how to use it appropriately in various communicative settings (Hymes in 

Nazari 2007:202). It is “that aspect of our competence which enables us to convey and 

interpret messages and to negotiate meanings interpersonally within specific contexts” 

(Brown 1994:227). Communicative competence is therefore an aspect of the 

individual’s socialisation into a linguistic community and therefore determined by social 

practice.  

2.8.2 THE SOCIAL PRACTICE THEORY IN READING AND WRITING 

The social practice theory postulates that “individuals are removed from centre-stage 

and instead become the ‘carriers’ of social practices, carrying out the various activities 

and tasks that the practice requires” (Reckwitz, 2002). As a result, with regards to 

language, individuals are not conscious of the language rules they follow in their 

communication (Wittgenstein in Zhok 2009). Given this practice, reading and writing in 

this sense is a social practice. Conceptualised as literacy, it has gained its popularity as 

social practice through the writings of Gee (1991, 1996), Street (1997) and Barton and 

Hamilton (2000). Their work on literacy explores the use of literacy in peoples’ daily 

lives, therefore concluding that it is a social practice rooted in sociocultural activities of 

communities. This is to say, reading and writing are not decontextualized technical 

skills, but they are rooted in their communities of practice. Proponents of literacy as a 

social activity, therefore, emphasize “the socialization of the individual into various 

discourse communities as their basic point of departure, examining the social contexts 

of literacy and the variability of meaning in texts according to context” (Colombi & 

Schleppegrell 2002:6). In the New Literacy Studies Street (2003) posits further terms it 

an ideological model of literacy, since it offers a more culturally sensitive view of literacy 

practices. In other words individuals should partake in the activities of the community to 

gain relevant competence in literacy practices (Gee 1996; Street 2001). 

 

Gee (1996:61) terms the various uses of language in different contexts ‘Discourses’ 

(using a capital D). Individuals can participate effectively in a discourse community if 

they are aware of the implicit ways of using language in that community (Gee 1996:60), 

therefore, one needs to be socialized into a discourse community in order to participate 

actively. This is to say, a newcomer into a new discourse community needs to 
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understand the concepts that are represented by the discourse in order to command 

the language with understanding and function effectively within the community. Given 

this understanding the concept of literacies extends reading and writing beyond the 

mere technical skills. “In today’s complex world, literacy means far more than learning 

to read and write, in order to accomplish particular discrete tasks. Continual changes in 

technology and society mean that literacy tasks are themselves always changing, 

calling for skills in handling technical, bureaucratic, and abstract language” (Colombi & 

Schleppegrell 2002:1). Due to this conceptual change the United Nations Educational 

Scientific and Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO) definition of literacy has since 

transformed to reflect an emphasis on context and use to accommodate different 

literacies: 

 

 Literacy is the ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, communicate and 

compute, using printed and written materials associated with varying contexts. 

Literacy involves a continuum of learning in enabling individuals to achieve 

(their) goals, develop (their) knowledge and potential and participate fully in a 

community and wider society (UNESCO 2005:21). 

This broad concept of literacy has given rise to several or multiple literacies; for example 

(in no specific order) functional literacy, academic literacy, media literacy, visual literacy, 

print literacy, financial literacy, mathematical literacy, computer literacy, adolescent 

literacy, trans-literacy, cultural literacy, technological literacy, etc. These abilities have 

gone beyond the printed word to further include graphic and visual images. As an 

educational change embraced by UNESCO, students need to learn the appropriate use 

of language in different contexts. This ‘complex world’ requires people to “get meaning 

from print, visual, electronic and other kinds of media” (ibid). As individuals and society 

attempt to make meaning of these changes in language, individuals should be prepared 

to continually learn to function within different contexts as the world of work demands. 

Furthermore, the concept of literacies implies that, within the learning settings there are 

variations in the ways of knowing. For example, some school literacies may not be 

transferable to higher education. Consequently, students enrolling in different 

institutions of learning need to be socialized into the reading and writing of the different 

disciplines of the institution. This presents a problem because research has discovered 

a discrepancy between the way literacy is conceptualised in formal learning settings 

and the various ways in which individuals undertake literacy in their everyday life (Barton 

& Hamilton, 2000). 
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2.8.3 NATURAL LANGUAGE OCCURS IN CONTEXT 

Since discourses incorporate the social context of communication as creating meaning, 

it therefore follows that context contributes significantly to language development. 

These discrete contexts should provide a platform for language development. The 

natural learning of language always occurs in context and is never divorced from 

meaning. The individual should experience some form of discourse of what should be 

learned. Given this condition, this requirement should apply to any other language 

acquisition, whether second or academic. But the question lies with the most relevant 

context for language development in order for language to fulfil its vital function. 

 2.8.4.1 A HOLISTIC ACQUISITION 

Rescorla and Mirak (1997) contend that language learning encapsulates the 

development of four intertwined linguistic systems. This includes the pragmatic system, 

which is the communicative use of language in social contexts. There is also the 

phonological system, which is the perception and production of phonetic sounds to form 

words. The semantic system is also required, which relates to the connection of words 

to their meanings. Lastly it is the grammatical system, which concerns two aspects: 

 1. The morphological rules for indicating word formation (e.g., inflectional 

morphemes for tense) and  

 2. Syntactic rules for joining words into comprehensible sentences. 

It must be noted that these systems are not acquired as individual entities but in a social 

context, within naturally-occurring whole language events. Given that acquisition occurs 

in whole language events and that reading and writing is a social practice that requires 

an individual’s active participation in a relevant context, students can gain competence 

in academic language in a contextualized environment which resembles real world 

events. This practice however is overlooked in higher education settings. 

 
2.9 ACADEMIC LANGUAGE ACQUISITION IN CONTEXT-EMBEDDED 

INSTRUCTION 

There seems to be a discrepancy between the way in which literacy is taught in formal 

learning settings and the manner in which individuals engage with it in the real world 

(Barton & Hamilton 2000). Literacy must be taught from the perspective of enhancing 

the individuals’ prior knowledge.  Deacon, Osman and Bulcher (2009:1077) contend 

that a “close connection between language, cognition and academic achievement” 
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across disciplines exists. Since the mental and social aspects of the students are 

involved in language learning this connection implies a consideration of instructional 

designs that will embrace it and promote quality language learning in higher education. 

In a research project on the acquisition of second language by ESL speakers, Cummins 

(2009) found that it took two years for ESL speakers to develop conversational 

proficiency (quadrant A of figure 2.2) and five to seven years to be academically 

proficient (quadrant D of figure 2.2). However, since “we think through context-

embedded language” (Ramani & Joseph 2008:49), language learning should be 

centralized in quadrant B of figure 2.2. Decontextualizing language learning distances 

the students from relating it to their own experiences thus acquisition is suppressed. 

Cummins (2009:3) emphasizes that in order to facilitate the development of academic 

language proficiency, educators must begin by providing context-embedded instruction. 

Context-embedded instruction “validates students’ background experiences by 

encouraging them to express, share and amplify (their) experiences” (Goodman & 

Freeman 1993:70). Therefore, the educator should embed this language task in 

authentic language events (Cummins 2009:3) to facilitate the acquisition of the new 

language. The preceding paragraphs seem to support this stance regarding language 

acquisition which may be valuable for this study.  

2.9.1 CONTENT-BASED LANGUAGE INSTRUCTION 

Content-based language teaching (CBLT) is a cover term in reference to instructional 

approaches whereby non-linguistic curricular content such as science or mathematics 

is taught through the medium of a language that the students are learning concurrently 

as an additional language (Llinaresa & Lysterbe 2014:181). Content-based language 

programmes often include immersion and content and language integrated learning 

(CLIL) programmes. These two programmes share the goal of developing functional 

proficiency in an additional language by teaching content through the target language. 

Therefore, emphasis is on language use rather than explicit talk about it. Specific 

features of the language are not selected and taught in isolation, such that the student’s 

success in these courses is “often measured in terms of their ability to ‘get things done’ 

in the second language, rather than on their accuracy in using certain grammatical 

features” (Lightbown & Spada 2006:110). This integration is observed in communicative 

content-based and task-based instructional environments where emphasis is on 

interaction, conversation, and language use. 
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2.9.2 RATIONALE FOR INTEGRATING LANGUAGE AND CONTENT  

Recent teaching methodologies have generally embraced, (although not fully) the 

integration of language and curriculum content based on a number of reasons (Gibbons 

2002:119). Gibbons (2002:119) argues that since language is learnt efficiently in 

meaningful contexts, integrating language and content means the curriculum will 

provide the authentic context for the learning of the language through placing the 

language as the medium of teaching and learning content while developing necessary 

subject-specific genres and writing styles. Gibbons further argues that learning the 

subject matter and the language concurrently ensure that learning time is spent 

efficiently, since evidence (see Cummins 2009) reveals longer periods spent on learning 

academic language than on conversational language. Isolating ESL learning from the 

content creates the impression to the learners that the language and the content are 

not related, yet this language should be seen as facilitating proper communication in 

the subject content (Bair & Mader 2013:10). The meaningful context where the language 

is integrated therefore provides a substantive base for the learning of the language. 

Since language, cognition and social awareness develop concurrently in young 

children, this integration enhances the development. Also it has the potential to reinforce 

knowledge of both the language and the subject content. There is a possibility of 

recycling the concepts, the genres, the grammar, the registers and the vocabulary 

associated with the particular subject. This integration is supported in the two different 

entities of academic proficiency: Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) and 

subject matter knowledge, the content (Krashen & Brown 2007:4). Corresponding to 

each component are the developmental strategies, as seen in the figure. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.9.2: Adapted components of academic proficiency (Krashen & Brown 

2007) 
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The first component of academic proficiency is academic language, which is 

characterized by complex syntax, academic vocabulary, and a complex discourse style 

while the second component, subject content, refers to the content of subjects such as 

algebra, history, literature, etc. (Krashen & Brown 2007:1) and each is facilitated by a 

set of developmental strategies. These two components must be mastered 

simultaneously. Paradoxically, comprehension of the subject matter relies on 

knowledge of the academic language yet both components are new to the ESL student 

in the academic setting. Although this discourse may overlap across disciplines, it is 

mainly discipline-specific. An integrated content class does not make assumptions 

about the specific language structures, language skills and functions required in 

different disciplines (Snow, Met & Genesee 1989:203). Hence the need for content-

based language instruction, which will contextualize the learning of the language as 

opposed to being learnt in isolation. This constitution of academic language and subject 

content in academic proficiency is a clear indication that each reciprocates the other. 

This integration also recognizes the cultural and linguistic diversity of learners, providing 

a language-rich classroom, which is likely to nourish the learning of both the content 

and the language (Gibbons 2002:119). Integrating language and content can be 

realised in immersion methods of language learning. 

2.9.3 THE IMMERSION METHOD OF LANGUAGE LEARNING 

Integrating language and content forms the basis of immersion methods of language 

learning, which have been hailed as most effective in the learning of a second language 

since they ensure communicative environments and promote acquisition (Krashen 

1982:6). It is crucial at this point to elaborate on the immersion method of language 

learning in order to clarify how it promotes second language acquisition. 

Teaching through language immersion started in a predominantly English speaking 

suburb in Canada in 1965, where parents wanted their preschool to be run in the French 

language to enable the learning of the language (de Courcy 2002:5). After the success 

of this first programme, immersion language learning spread throughout Canada in an 

effort to revitalise languages which were on the verge of extinction (Genesee 2012).  

2.9.4 THE BASIS FOR IMMERSION PROGRAMMES  

Fundamental to the curriculum of immersion programmes is that the instructional 

language and all communication within the classroom is conducted in the language to 

be learnt without translation (Pease 2004:14). The target language is consciously used 

in the child’s environment to study the curriculum content, usually in the same way as 
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the native language, following the learning path infants take to obtain fluency in their 

first language, which is contrary to other language instruction methods where the target 

language is the subject (de Courcy 2002:5). Consequently, the student hears and uses 

this second language in the learning environment in real life interactional situations, 

similar to the first language learning environment which is; “highly interactive, hands-on 

exploration and discovery, observation, and listening” (Pease 2004:14).  

The immersion method of language learning is not: 

 lists of vocabulary words to memorize and phrases to translate 

 specified minutes in classes five times a week 

 word searches in two-way dictionaries 

 deviations into English to explain words or phrases 

 drills in the structure of the language (Pease 2014:14). 

Primarily, immersion learning is a move from the grammar translation method of 

language learning towards a communicative approach. This is to say it adopts the 

natural approach of acquiring language, from real language events. Subsequently 

“language immersion cannot be designed in isolation from its context; ignoring the 

prevailing language climate at both societal and individual levels” (Genesee 2012:77). 

Since students in these programmes learn the language within the context of each 

culture, no two programs are alike. They can be classified as early, middle and late. 

Late immersion can begin as late as higher education level, such as in the Chinese 

immersion program de Courcy (2002) studied. These studies report positive results of 

the programmes. 

2.9.5 POSITIVE OUTCOMES OF IMMERSION PROGRAMMES 

Although some studies dispute the effectiveness of immersion programmes in 

developing a second language to the level of its linguistically acceptable form 

(Hammerly 1987), immersion programmes embed the language in meaningful context 

and foster acquisition.  

Normally, students immersed in this programme gain proficiency in the new language 

as an addition to their first language without harming proficiency in their first language, 

which Cummins (1998) defines as functional bilingualism.  

During immersion, students are exposed to a great amount of the target language 

(Hammerly 1987:395) and experience practical, cognitive, social and affective learning 

thus improving the overall educational achievement of the learner (Pease 2004:15).  
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Practically, the hands-on day-to-day activities the students engage in and explore, 

expose them to a practical experience with the language in meaningful situations 

(Pease 2004:14). Cognitively, in an immersion learning environment, the students are 

not merely exposed to extended hours of comprehensible input (de Courcy 2002:148). 

They do not passively receive the input and acquire the target language since the 

listening and reading, which is dominant in immersion experiences, “involve scanning 

of the input for known words and concepts, in order to make sense of the new, unknown 

words” while a constant internal conversation, in the students’ first and second 

languages, occurs as they listen and read. If, for some reason, the students are not 

actively involved in the processing of this input, it is less likely that acquisition of the 

language will be realised. This is of importance in this study because, in higher 

education, adolescents and adult students when immersed in a language challenge 

engage in private speech just like children when learning the first language. They talk 

to themselves about any language activity they engage in. This is to say, during this 

process they engage in critical thinking to solve the language problem in an attempt to 

acquire the new language and comprehend it. Given a challenge that is meaningful to 

their lives, they would make an effort to find a solution to the challenge and enhance 

their ESL knowledge.  

While the students engage with the input internally, they also need the production of 

output to make sense of the acquired input. This output is in real communicative 

situations, and it is made possible by the intense social groups they form to collaborate 

with one another in developing proficiency in the target language (de Courcy 2002:149). 

For that reason, they develop socially. Furthermore, students in these programmes 

often “appear to possess high self-esteem, motivation to study hard, belief in academic 

competence, perception of a positive school environment, a supportive family, and a 

peer group that values education” (Lindholm-Leary & Borsato 2002:5). They feel safe, 

valued, appreciative of one another and comfortable as they engage with their tasks 

and interact with their peers.  

Immersion programmes adopt a holistic perspective to language learning, whereby the 

students experience it in its natural form as a whole, as opposed to studying in 

segmented language features (Schwarzer in Haan & Gunnar 2009:25). Ultimately, the 

student develops holistically through being immersed in authentic communicative 

contexts, practising self-directed learning, engaging in critical thinking, surrounded by a 

strong peer support system and this environment promotes unconscious acquisition of 

the target language.  
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In light of the literature on studies regarding the integration of language and content, 

and immersion programmes of language learning, it appears language acquisition 

requires definite variables to be in place. 

In immersion programmes the input is pitched above the student’s experiences but 

embedded in context. The focus in these programmes is on content rather than 

language and the naturalistic path followed in the design of the tasks lessens the 

pressure to generate proper forms of the target language at an early stage of learning. 

Naturally-occurring realistic communicative events are ideal in fulfilling the relevance 

mostly utilized in immersion programmes. Since students are motivated when exposed 

to activities that they can relate to, and also form strong peer networks in immersion 

programmes, motivation levels are enhanced. In immersion programmes no specific 

time is allocated for explicit language learning because all learning and all 

communication is in the target language. Since immersion programmes adopt the path 

followed by infants when acquiring fluency in the first language, then students engage 

in day to day meaningful interactional activities experienced in real life contexts. 

  

2.10 LANGUAGE SKILLS AND THE WORKPLACE 

Expounding on a learning focused concept of quality assurance in higher education Li 

and Zhu (2012) argue that the teacher-centred concept of learning has failed to produce 

quality learning. However, the quality of education can improve if institutions of higher 

learning “identify and address the characteristics, needs and expectations of students, 

to respond to different levels of student preparedness while maintaining academic 

standards, to re-conceptualise teaching and learning in the new paradigm of higher 

education, to reposition its knowledge functions, and to manage multiple external forces 

influencing them” (Li & Zhu 2012:175). Employers in industries continuously complain 

that young people are underprepared when they join the workforce (McWilliam & 

Haukka 2008:1). Similarly, students see no connection between their schooling and 

later employment opportunities (Sears & Hersh 1998:2). Students need to develop 

transferable skills during their training, which will sustain them throughout their lives. 

Lifelong learning entails knowledge that is personal and culturally integrated. In this 

view, “knowledge is something different and more than information. Information can be 

collected from computers and text books, it becomes knowledge only when it is 

interpreted, understood and placed in a context” (Gustavisson 2002:19). To be 

successful in the workplace of the 21st century, individuals must not only possess 

extensive store of knowledge; rather they must also know how to keep that knowledge 
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current and apply it to solve novel problems (Artino 2008). Therefore, students need to 

acquire language skills necessary for them to function effectively in their areas of 

practice, and higher education should equip students with such skills within their areas 

of practice. This is of interest in this study, since when students engage with authentic 

material in their learning, such material will be drawn from real-life language 

experiences in the real world. This includes language used in the related work place. 

Consequently a seamless transfer of skills will be realised. 

The seamless transfer of language skills from higher education institutions to the work 

place seems to be lacking. While experts in the world of work often work in teams, 

communicate and share their knowledge with colleagues in promoting the goals of the 

companies, search for new knowledge, apply it in various ways, students in schools, 

colleges and universities, on the other hand, work mainly individually, and are 

encouraged simply to memorise and reproduce knowledge in tests and examinations in 

particular (Tynjala 1998:174). Communication skills and teamwork can be developed in 

language learning environments through contextualization of language. Memorization 

as a tool for approaching assessments prevents students from attaining deep personal 

understanding of themselves and the world around them. Rather, problem-solving in the 

real world is an ongoing process while the individual executes a task. When students 

are immersed in language challenges, as experienced in immersion programmes, they 

engage in problem-solving. Fundamentally, education practices in higher learning 

institutions determine if students engage in problem-solving and acquire the required 

skills necessary for the workplace.  

2.10.1 DEVELOPMENT OF LANGUAGE SKILLS IN TEACHER EDUCATION 

While Lee (2007) believes that some prior literacy practices of students can benefit the 

learner’s future education, Niven (2009) finds that some prior literacy practices of 

learners can be incorrect or inadequate and hinder the assimilation of new literacies. 

These experiences may further influence the students’ educational practices even after 

exposure to theories that are believed to optimise learning (Gupta 2004). For instance, 

Gupta (2004) found that student teachers would resort to the conventional IRE mode of 

teaching (see paragraph 2.3.1) in an attempt to remedy learners’ language problems in 

their practices even after exposure to theories that advocate learner-centred 

approaches to learning. This is because appropriate teacher training requires that 

student teachers personally experience the learning they should promote in their 

practice at a practical level (Slabbert, de Kock & Hatingh 2009:130) in order to facilitate 

transfer.  
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2.10.2 CHALLENGES WITH INTEGRATING LANGUAGE AND CONTENT IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

While there has been a transformation in the conceptualization of second language 

learning and teaching in higher education to integrating language and content 

(Weideman 2013), the instructional design and classroom management still warrants 

further investigation if the goal is to acquire the language. If language acquisition is an 

essential component in learning, the implication is a shift towards fully embracing 

instructional approaches that promote unconscious acquisition of the second language 

learning is necessary. 

Studies in academic literacy in higher education which have focused on instruction that 

integrates language and content (Bair & Mader 2013) discover that further adjustments 

are still needed in the planning and management of language learning classrooms.  

A group of 10 educators at a College of Education in a USA-based university undertook 

a collaborative self-study which aimed to identify the academic writing challenges of 

students in their university and address them. Participants in the study consisted of both 

educators at the University and the students. Through an analysis of students’ surveys, 

course documents, assignments, and assessments, it became clear that students could 

not link their competence of academic writing as related to their professional fields (Bair 

& Mader 2013:10). These practitioners concluded that academic writing should be 

incorporated into the content curriculum rather than being treated as an isolated task, 

and introduced early in the training of the students in order to create a link between the 

espoused and the enacted curriculum.  

In a study on the relationship between critical thinking and academic language 

proficiency of student teachers in a South African university, Grosser and Nel (2013) 

found significant correlations between the two. Participants in this study were first 

language speakers of Afrikaans, second and additional language speakers of English 

and a few first language speakers of English. All participants were in their first year of 

study at the university. Interestingly, all groups appeared to experience problems with 

applying critical thinking skills when given Tests for Academic Literacy Levels (TALL). 

Through this study, these researchers observed that the curriculum adopted in teacher 

education is a crucial factor for enhancing students’ critical thinking skills and academic 

language proficiency. They suggested that critical thinking skills must be “infused into 

the training of prospective teachers” (Grosser & Nel 2013:13). These educators believe 

this integration can be achieved if teacher educators adopt instructional practices that 

engage learners in problem-solving activities which will promote ‘effortful thinking’.  
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Sometimes the integration of language and content may seem promising in theory, yet 

fail to transfer to practice when proper measures for language acquisition are not in 

place. A Civil Engineering Department at the University of Kansas took measures to 

restore “a dearth of technical writing” at their school (McQueeney 1999). Their aim was 

to enable their students to communicate the knowledge in their technical field to others. 

“Rather than impose a generic course that might teach students to write like engineers 

but not help them write as engineers, CE (Civil Engineering) faculty, many of whom 

(were) professional consultants in addition to being academics, elected to provide 

systematic academic and pre-professional writing experiences within their curriculum” 

(McQueeney 1999:119) as opposed to layering it on top of the content. After discussions 

with faculty they designed writing manuals to facilitate this content-based approach to 

language learning. It however became evident that, for some educators, the manual 

became an end in itself. They could not utilize it effectively in the classrooms, which 

resulted in less engagement of the students in language learning and could not improve 

the communicative competence of the students. 

It should be noted that a learning design that is meant to develop language should 

promote language acquisition. As a result, the classroom learning design and educator’s 

instructional strategies become crucial for language acquisition to occur. Students need 

to be confronted with real-life language tasks within the discipline. Moreover, the new 

discourse should be embedded in the learners’ prior experiences to enable 

comprehensible input while exerting a further challenge in the new language. However, 

learning in institutions of higher learning is mostly conducted “via knowledge 

transmission, using textbooks and lectures to address a relatively passive student 

audience” (Hanson & Sinclair 2008:170) which inhibits the acquisition of the new 

language. 

Decontextualizing language learning distances the students from relating it to their own 

experiences thus acquisition is suppressed. Cummins (2009:3) emphasizes that in 

order to facilitate the development of academic language proficiency, educators must 

begin by providing context-embedded instruction. Context-embedded instruction 

“validates students’ background experiences by encouraging them to express, share 

and amplify (their) experiences” (Goodman & Freeman 1993:70). Therefore, the 

educator should embed this language task in authentic language events (Cummins 

2009:3) to facilitate the acquisition of the new language. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | 45 

2.11 CONSTRUCTIVISM IN ACADEMIC LANGUAGE ACQUISITION THROUGH 

ESL 

A learning theory most relevant in promoting the contextualisation realised in immersion 

is constructivism. Powell and Kalina (2009:241) believe “constructivist teaching 

strategies have a great effect in the classroom both cognitively and socially for the 

student”. Cognitively, this is to say, these constructivist strategies allow the student to 

be exposed to a real-life challenge that stimulates the student’s mental capacity. 

Cognition is actually induced through a direct immersion in experience (Slabbert et al 

2009:54). This activation of the individuals’ thought processes evokes an urge to explore 

and recall prior experiences in order to construct meaning of the presented new 

experience. Since this learning task is related to the student’s experiences and can also 

be executed in collaboration with peers, the student also develops socially.  

Language is “a defining characteristic for humanity” (Nunan 2013:5). It is “part of human 

inheritance; it is in our genes” (Cook & Newson 2007:185). Under normal 

circumstances, individuals acquire and use language throughout their lives. It is 

ubiquitous – found all around humanity (e.g., in formal texts, advertisements, 

newspapers, human conversations) yet it is still a complex phenomenon in humans 

(Nunan 2013:5). Because of language’s defining nature for humanity, it is a major tool 

for facilitating communication (Cook 2001). Subsequently, the major goal of language 

learning is to enable communication with other speakers of the language, (Cook 2001, 

Schwarzer 2009:25) and can be defined as the integrative goal. Students can also learn 

a language for its instrumental role (Cook 2001). That is, to achieve certain goals 

beyond communication, such as job opportunities, to further studies or to succeed in 

examinations.  

Tannen (Nunan 2013:5) asserts that our lives are lived as a series of conversations. 

Based on this view, the meaning that individuals ascribe to any language event or 

utterance (in spoken language), determines how they will respond to that event. 

Linguists often describe the meaning-focused approach to language as a functionalist 

approach, an approach that is of interest in this study because it assumes it is of 

communicative value. Some of the design features of language which feature 

prominently in a functionalist approach are the following: 

1. Arbitrariness – there is no direct link between language and the object it 

represents except for onomatopoeic words (words that resemble their sounds, 

usually from interjective; such as bow-wow from a barking dog); 
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2. Generativity/creativity – sounds, words and structures in any language can be 

used to generate an infinite number of distinct utterances; 

3. Multifunctionality – through language individuals can make statements about 

any aspect around them, such as expressing feelings, obtaining goods, create, 

maintain and extend human relations, and even create connected discourse 

(Nunan 2013:12).  

The arbitrariness of language presupposes that importance is placed on the properties 

of the object of communication. This is to say, the meaning of the word or utterance is 

derived from the object or the action than the language itself. Consequently, the 

presence or the knowledge of the subjects of communication is vital for any 

communicative act to be understood. Equipped with the ability to communicate in a 

language, one is able to generate various forms of sentence structures in the language. 

This ability to generate any sentence in the language empowers one to express any 

statement in the language about any aspect of life. Fundamentally, language is a means 

of communication. This inextricable nature of language in humanity is already an 

element of constructivism. 

In light of the discussed literature on language acquisition as experienced in integrating 

language and content, and in immersion programmes; and the close connection of 

language acquisition to cognition, context and academic achievement, this study uses 

constructivism as its theoretical lens to explore language discourse challenges in 

teacher education resulting from instruction using ESL. I also link constructivism with 

the concept of ‘practical wisdom’ (phronesis) which is essential in the planning of tasks 

for ESL students to equip them with lifelong learning skills. Following then is a 

discussion of the theoretical framework for this study. 

 

2.12 THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Based on the reported literature on how language is acquired in the real world, the study 

has adopted the theory of constructivism as its theoretical framework.   

 

2.12.1 THE BASIS OF CONSTRUCTIVISM 

The theory of constructivism seemed relevant for this study since it focuses on the 

construction of knowledge by an individual based on experience with authentic material. 
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Constructivism develops from the notion that man has a need to understand the world 

around him rather than passively gathering objective knowledge. This form of learning 

holds that there is no such thing as knowledge separate from the knower, but knowledge 

is constructed by individuals as they learn (Gottlieb 2000:1; Kanselaar 2002:1; Atherton 

2013). Constructivism is therefore a philosophical explanation about how human beings 

learn (Airashian & Walsh 1997; Ültanır 2012). A clearer understanding of constructivism 

is presented as follows: 

 

 According to constructivist epistemology, knowledge is not passively received 

either through the senses or by way of communication, but it is actively 

constructed by the individual through interactions with the environment. 

Knowledge can, therefore, not be transferred or transmitted through teaching 

or instruction. When learners are in interaction with their environment 

attempting to make sense of their world, they are constructing knowledge 

through their experiences which constitutes the construction of meaning 

(Heyligen as cited in Slabbert, de Kock & Hattingh 2009:54). 

Although there are various versions of constructivism, a common thread which runs 

through them is that knowledge is constructed actively by people, either individually or 

in groups “rather than received from a supernatural source” (Innes 2004:xii). The 

different positions held by proponents of constructivist theories can be represented in a 

continuum, that is, from individual construction to group construction, thus: 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.12.1: A continuum representing two ends of constructivist theories 

 

At one end of the continuum there is radical constructivism, whose founder is Ernst von 

Glaserfeld, which places the mind of the individual at the forefront of creating 

knowledge. Radical constructivism claims that all experience is subjective and the mind 

simply organizes the experiences into what we eventually call "reality" (Von Glasersfeld 

1989:162). At the other end is social constructivism, founded by Lev Vygotsky, which 

“sees the ‘mind’ as totally embedded in the social practices of the culture” (Innes 2004: 

xii) into which an individual is socialized. Both extremes concur on the idea of a 
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constructed reality, but to social constructivists this construction is not realised prior to 

social interactions.  

2.12.2 MAJOR CONSTRUCTIVIST APPROACHES  

Jean Piaget, one of the early psychologists to develop what is today known as cognitive 

constructivism studied the cognitive developmental stages of children as they try to 

understand the world around them (Powell & Kalina 2009:242). He was interested in 

how human beings came to know things as they developed from infancy to adulthood. 

Therefore, he built his theories through observing his own children as they learned and 

played together. In 1953 Piaget identified four stages in human development with regard 

to cognition (ibid). These four stages are: 

 Sensorimotor stage, (zero to two years old); 

 The preoperational stage (two to seven years old), 

 Concrete operational stage (seven to eleven years old); and 

 The formal operational stage (eleven years old to adulthood). 

During the first stage, the sensorimotor stage, the child explores the environment 

through the basic senses, physical activity and then towards the end of the stage they 

explore through language. The second stage comprises two sub stages; the pre-

conceptual sub-stage, which is from two to four years, and the intuitive sub-stage, from 

five to seven years (Powell & Kalina 2009). At this second stage thoughts become 

flexible, but the pre-conceptual sub-stage is characterised mainly by imitation, and they 

begin to distinguish pictures and symbols for diverse objects within their environment. 

At the intuitive sub-stage memory and imagination begin to operate and they begin to 

ask varied questions about everything in their environment. At the third stage, the 

concrete operational stage, children realise that operations can be reversed but it is still 

largely concrete than abstract. As such Piaget (1959: 193) contends in terms of 

language, at this stage the child, closely associates the name and the object, such that 

explaining the origins of the name is tantamount to describing the object. They also 

begin to replace intuitive thought with logical reasoning. Lastly, at the formal operational 

stage abstract reasoning becomes possible; therefore, children and adults use higher 

levels of thinking to solve problems. Through this exploration, Piaget identified the 

processes of assimilation and accommodation as an integral part of knowledge building 

(Powell & Kalina 2009). Assimilation is when new knowledge is brought to the child’s 

own schema and accommodation applies when the child has to change his own schema 

to accommodate new knowledge (Powell & Kalina 2009). A schema is a mental 
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representation or understanding of what has been learned. Schemas are therefore 

building blocks of thinking that help to represent mentally the real-life material and 

actions we encounter in the real world (Woolfolk 2014: 54). Consequently, Piaget notes 

that the individual grows in knowledge through making constructions between prior 

knowledge and new experiences. Through his exploration of the cognitive stages he 

concluded that the learning process is constructive in nature. Learners adjust their 

thinking to fit into the new information. What should be noted however, is that mental 

representation, an association of objects and their symbolic representation in the form 

of words, extends across all ages. Given this position, this is to say, the constructed 

learning is based on schemas already built in the learners’ mind.  

Ernst Von Glasersfeld, a radical constructivist, also claims cognition is an adaptive 

function (Von Glasersfeld 1995). He believes knowledge is constructed and utilized until 

new information is encountered and a discrepancy occurs. Therefore, knowing is an 

adaptive activity and knowledge will change over time. He holds that a solution is 

relevant to the individual who constructed it and to his sphere of experience. However, 

his view is that constructivist principles cannot be adopted as absolute truth, but rather 

as a viable hypothesis to explain knowledge building in the present time. Von 

Glasersfeld refers to knowledge in terms of a possibility rather than truth (Kanselaar 

2002). For Von Glasersfeld reality and truth are made up of a combination of things and 

relationships, which we rely on and believe others equally depend on them. Therefore, 

reality means constructing knowledge that almost real. Both Glasersfeld and Piaget 

concur in that knowledge is constructed by the individual. 

Vygotsky, a social constructivist, claimed that higher levels of mental functioning 

originate in social processes (Powell & Kalina 2009:243). Social constructivism values 

not only the individual, but believes meaningful interactions with others also construct 

the human knowledge. Social constructivism relies mainly on the social interactions an 

individual engages in along with a personal critical thinking process. Vygotsky also 

identified the ‘zone of proximal development’ (ZPD); a level of development that 

individuals can reach through scaffolding; with the guidance of adults or teachers or in 

collaboration with peers. Fundamentally, he believed that human activities occur in 

cultural settings and as such cannot be fully understood when removed from those 

contexts (Woolfolk 2014:67). This sociocultural perspective is drawn from the 

individual’s setting. In terms of language development, which is ESL in the case of this 

study, the learner must experience the language in its authentic form, similar to its use 

in the real world and also engage in collaborative learning activities.  
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Piaget’s notion of mental representation in human development, Von Glasersfeld’s 

concept of reality as individually constructed and Vygotsky’s emphasis on social 

interaction as contributing to an individual’s knowledge constructions all inform this 

study in understanding how the natural process of language learning, acquisition, is 

essential in language learning as opposed to conscious instruction on language. 

Individuals construct knowledge individually based on the schemas in their minds but 

equally need to be assisted through realistic objects and events in order to develop the 

ability to think abstractly (Woolfolk 2014: 63). Of paramount importance is that 

constructions are formed in individual minds based on experience with events and 

objects around the individual before being made evident to others in collaborative tasks.  

2.12.3 CONSTRUCTIVISM IN EDUCATION 

Constructivism has received major attention in educational scholarship, teacher 

preparation, and policy formulation. Constructivism for pedagogy therefore is “a 

collection of educational practices that are student-focused, meaning-based, process-

oriented, interactive, and responsive to student personal interests and needs” (Johnson 

2004:72). This is because “constructivism discounts the idea that symbols or concepts 

can be taught out of context. Rather, constructivist teaching affords learners meaningful, 

concrete experiences in which they can look for patterns, construct their own questions 

and structure their own models, concepts and strategies. The classroom becomes a 

micro-society in which learners jointly engage in activity, discourse and reflection. 

Teachers facilitate and guide rather than dictate autocratically” (Fosnot in Yilmaz 

2008:169). Constructivist educators encourage students to constantly assess 

themselves with regards to how the activities they engage in help them comprehend. 

By frequently questioning their strategies, students in a constructivist classroom 

become knowledgeable on how to learn and become lifelong learners. “In fact, 

constructivism taps into and triggers the student's innate curiosity about the world and 

how things work. …They become engaged by applying their existing knowledge and 

real-world experience, learning to hypothesize, testing their theories, and ultimately 

drawing conclusions from their findings” (Wnet Education 2004). Studies on student 

teachers’ responses to learner centred approaches also reveal enhanced cognitive 

development (Zeki & Güneyl 2014 & Malan, Ndlovu & Engelbrecht 2014).  

Given the learner-centeredness of constructivist approaches in learning, they are 

believed to produce greater internalization and deeper understanding than traditional 

methods. Adult learners, in particular, (which is the case with tertiary students) have the 

advantage of using both the concrete operational level and abstract reasoning. When 
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they engage in meaningful activities that involve most of their senses, they easily draw 

associations with the relevant language. Moreover, older learners are particularly good 

at vocabulary learning compared to children. Adults also undertake various forms of 

communication outside the classroom (Richards 2015), given that social media has 

enlarged real-time communication, another platforms which can be utilised in the 

classroom. In the natural setting constructivism creates a tangible experience with the 

environment, thus language acquisition rather than conscious language learning under 

the constructivist conditions should take place, because students are expected to be 

reading, speaking and writing in English all the time. The expectation is that students 

are continuously acquiring academic language in the different disciplines since they are 

totally immersed in the language.  

2.12.4 A CONSTRUCTIVIST LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 

Murphy summarises different ideas presented by various scholars on how a learning 

environment that seeks to promote constructivist learning should be structured (Murphy 

in Koohang, Riley & Smith 2009:93). These characteristics point to individual 

construction as well as group collaboration for the construction of knowledge. They 

further point to the instructional methods, assessment of learning, classroom 

management and interactions within the learning environment. The elements of a 

constructivist classroom differ from the traditional classroom. A vivid contrast between 

the two is made evident in this table: 

Table 2.12.4: Comparison of the traditional and the constructivist classroom 

(www.thirteen.org/edonline/concept2class/constructivism/ index. html) 

 

Traditional classroom Constructivist classroom 

Curriculum begins with the parts of the whole. 
Emphasizes basic skills. 

Curriculum emphasizes big concepts, beginning with the 
whole and expanding to include the parts. 

Strict adherence to fixed curriculum is highly valued. Pursuit of student questions and interests is valued. 

Materials are primarily textbooks and workbooks. Materials include primary sources of material and 
manipulative materials. 

Learning is based on repetition. Learning is interactive, building on what the student 
already knows. 

Teachers disseminate information to students; 
students are recipients of knowledge. 

Teachers have a dialogue with students, helping students 
construct their own knowledge. 

Teacher's role is directive, rooted in authority. Teacher's role is interactive, rooted in negotiation. 

Assessment is through testing, correct answers. Assessment includes student works, observations, and 
points of view. Process is as important as product. 
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In table 2.12.4 prominent differences can be observed with regard to assumptions about 

knowledge, the learning and the roles of students and educators. Of paramount interest 

in this study is the holistic worldview of learning which the constructivist classroom 

subscribes to since its vital feature is context (Pitsoe 2008:151). A holistic worldview 

takes its distinguishing features from any practical event (Black cited in Pitsoe 

2008:151). Context is meant to engage the student in his/her totality in the experience. 

Consequently, the students’ interests, social and cultural experiences must be at the 

centre of the learning. A holistic worldview promotes problem-solving so that learning is 

made possible. In order to direct the focus of this discussion, it is crucial to understand 

the essence of learning from experience, prior to a discussion on contextual learning. 

2.12.5 EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING 

Experiential learning is a pragmatic epistemological method of acquiring knowledge 

(Petkus 2000). In other words, it puts more emphasis on logical and empirical methods 

for gathering knowledge. Kolb clearly represents experiential learning in this cycle; 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.12.5: Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle (Kolb 2015)  

 

Kolb’s cycle proposes four different learning abilities (Kolb 2015). These include 

concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active 

Knowledge is seen as inert. Knowledge is seen as dynamic, ever changing with our 
experiences. 

Students work primarily alone. Students work primarily in groups. 
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experimentation. Concrete experience incorporates the involvement of different human 

senses and emotions in an activity. In reflective observation one observes, interrogates 

the experience and relates it to other experiences. Abstract conceptualization entails an 

integration of learned theories and concepts on the experience. At the active 

experimentation stage the acquired knowledge from the previous experience is tried in 

a new setting.  

In education, experiential learning prioritizes active learning through engaging learners 

in tasks that encourage the practical operation of a learning activity and a reflection on 

that activity to create meaning (Petkus 2000, Furman & Sibthorp 2013:17; Atherton 

2013). In the case of this study, experiential learning can help students to personally 

experience concrete or authentic material, thus recognition and recall of linguistic 

associations with the material is made easier. Furthermore, “human beings naturally 

make meaning from their experiences through conversation (whereas) genuine 

conversation in the traditional lecture classroom can be extremely restricted or non-

existent” (Kolb & Kolb 2005:207). 

Since experiential learning values students’ prior experiences it is, therefore, an 

important component of constructing individual meaning (Furman & Sibthorp 2013:17). 

For that reason, experiential learning “typically, deemphasizes rote learning, 

memorization, and inflexible, didactic interactions between teacher and learner” (ibid). 

Basically, learning is a constructive process created as an internal representation of 

reality through the human senses of seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting and touching 

(Slabbert et al 2009:54). These human senses connect an individual with the daily 

encounters in his/her environment. The connection between the human senses and the 

mind makes “any instructional procedure that ignores the structures that constitute 

human cognitive architecture …(less) likely to be effective” (Kirschner, Sweller & Clark 

2006:76). 

Learning designs like task-based learning, reflective learning, and cooperative learning 

provide platforms for authentic experiential learning (ibid: 18). Contrary to the “didactic 

forms of instruction, experiential learning techniques foster a depth of learning and 

cognitive recall necessary for transfer” (Furman & Sibthorp 2013:18). Learning transfer 

refers to applying previously learned or acquired knowledge with some degree of 

modification in completing a new task or solving a new problem (Hung 2013:27). 

According to Cummins and Nakajima (in Matsuoka& Smit 2008) in a study of Japanese 

students’ ESL, older students were found to have strong second language reading skills 

than writing skills in the second language because they utilised their  prior academic 
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experiences in reading and writing in their language. Furthermore, it has been found to 

be possible for adult learners to activate the LAD if they constantly practice the new 

language, save for the differences in pronunciation (Matsuoka& Smit 2008). 

2.12.6 PHRONESIS AS EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING  

Experiential learning is expounded in Aristotle’s philosophical construct of practical 

wisdom (Phronesis). Phronesis is a concept developed by Aristotle as one of the 

intellectual virtues in human beings which are contained in the Nicomachean ethics 

(Aristotle 1973). The virtues of humans in the Nicomachean ethics are “second natures” 

to man and they are formed by action (Aristotle 1973). Therefore, Aristotle maintained 

that “in practical life we learn by doing and not by listening” (Saugstad 2002:14). 

Although phronesis is a Greek word commonly used in the early translations of the 

works of Aristotle (Breirer & Ralphs 2009:491), recent translations refer to phronesis as 

‘prudence’, ‘practical wisdom’ or ‘intelligence’ (ibid). It is concerned with how to act 

accordingly in particular situations to enhance the quality of human life (Halverson & 

Gomez 2001).  

Aristotle distinguished between three forms of intellectual virtues: episteme, techne and 

phronesis (Gustavsson 2002:20). While there are English words directly derived from 

episteme (epistemic, epistemology), techne (technology, technical), phronesis has no 

directly derived term. Episteme is concerned with a scientific understanding of a 

problem. Findings in episteme can be generalised, that is, they apply to different 

situations and problems not only to a particular one. Techne is concerned with 

producing routine activities to a known end (Gustavsson 2002:20). Phronesis differs 

from the two in that it is concerned with “the understanding of specific concrete cases 

and complex or ambiguous situations” (Korthagen et al 2001:24). Aristotle further holds 

that phronesis involves going beyond deciding how to achieve a certain end but rather 

a reflection upon that end. Therefore, it insists on action. Since ‘particulars become 

known from experience’ (Nichomachean ethics 1142a), phronesis is acquired through 

experience with many practical situations (Saugstad 2002:14). Practical wisdom 

“involves understanding patterns of action over time and the context in which those 

actions occur” (Halverson & Gomez 2001), so that one draws patterns of those 

occurrences. Aristotle notes that a man who is experienced with the particular is most 

likely to solve problems than one who possesses general knowledge. This general 

knowledge can be likened to the theories of language learning that students are 

acquainted with without personally experiencing the subject of the communication in 
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realistic world events. Breirer and Ralphs (2009) propose an interpretation of phronesis 

that includes both knowledge and reasoning. 

Phronesis is a form of reasoning and knowledge that involves a distinctive mediation 

between the universal and the particular. This mediation is not accomplished by any 

appeal to technical rules or method … or by the subsumption of a pre-given determinate 

universal to a particular case. The ‘intellectual virtue’ of phronesis is a form of reasoning, 

yielding, a type of ethical know-how in which what is universal and what is particular are 

co-determined (Breirer & Ralphs 2009:481). 

This definition recognizes two important attributes of practical wisdom (phronesis). 

Firstly, it recognizes the relationship between the general or theoretical knowledge and 

particular facts or circumstances. Secondly, it recognizes that this relationship is flexible 

and cannot be taught in advance. Consequently, practical wisdom captures the essence 

of the value of learning from experience; where the student gets in contact with the 

particular concept in its authentic form as opposed to the general. Similarly, immersion 

approaches of language learning emphasize on immersion in the authentic form of the 

new language, so that students practically experience it, engage in problem-solving, 

and acquire the language.  

2.12.7 CONSTRUCTIVISM AND CONTEXT 

This study adopts situated/contextual learning and authentic learning as constructivist 

strategies relevant for language acquisition and development. The reason being that 

this study is not only interested in learning but on the acquisition of ESL as the language 

of learning and teaching (LoLT), wherein, acquisition is realised in immersion in 

authentic contexts. This is because, merely exposing ESL students to context does not 

guarantee ESL proficiency, rather “the integration of language, subject content, and 

thinking skills requires systematic planning and monitoring” (Gibbons 2002:6). For that 

reason, instructional features of the theoretical framework are drawn mainly from the 

radically socio-constructivist approach to learning propounded by Slabbert et al (2009) 

primarily because this model incorporates both the individual student’s cognition and 

the social dimensions of learning as contributing to knowledge construction.  

While constructivism is seen to be viewed in a continuum between radical 

constructivism and social constructivism, the radically socio-constructivist paradigm 

encapsulates both ends of the continuum, as shown in the following figure.  
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Radically socio-constructivism 

 

 

 Radical  Socio- 
 constructivism constructivism 

Figure 2.12.7: A representation of the radically socio-constructivist paradigm 

 

On the one hand of this figure is a representation of the individual learner as constructing 

knowledge, while the other extreme represents the social aspect of the learning which 

enhances the individually constructed knowledge. The cognitive and the social aspects 

of knowledge construction both transform the student towards achieving his/her highest 

possible learning potential. This paradigm emphasizes the facilitation of learning and 

meta-learning, in order to promote lifelong learning.  

Following is a discussion of the theoretical framework of the study which focuses on 

how contextual learning as a constructivist strategy and facilitating learning in an 

authentic context relates to language acquisition. 

 

2.13 COGNITION AND LANGUAGE 

There is undoubtedly a natural connection between an individual’s thought processes 

and language learning as exemplified in the following propositions; 

 Learning is a natural asset for humans 

Drill and practice in language learning contradicts the natural human capability of the 

brain. According to Smilkstein (2004:2) every human being is born with a brain which 

has specific functions to perform, and it knows how to execute those functions like any 

other organ in the human body. Some of the functions are to learn, and to do creative 

and critical thinking. In the same vein, Claxton (1999:6) asserts that “learning is not 

something we do sometimes, in special places or at certain periods of our lives. It is part 

of our nature. We are born learners”. Smilkstein (2004:2) records that neuroscientific 

research found that as the learner engages in active trial-and-error through exploration 

the neural network found in the brain extends and it is “only by direct, active, hands-on 

exploration and learning from errors can a person construct a schema” (Smilkstein 

1991). A schema, in Piaget’s cognitive developmental stages, is a mental depiction or 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | 57 

understanding of what has been learnt. Since the brain is naturally inclined to perform 

its functions, it can be activated to learn unconsciously. This assumes drill and practice 

in language learning contradicts the natural human capability of the brain. 

Consequently, given the relevant meaningful context in higher education, for language 

learning to occur, relatively complex language can be learnt unconsciously since 

learning is man’s natural asset.  

 Von Glasersfeld and language 

With regard to language, Von Glasersfeld (1995:130) believes in any language event, 

be it spoken or written, an individual derives meaning from the words or stretches of 

language through calling up the associated concept from his/her mind, formed from 

his/her previous experiences. For that reason, he believes there is a symbolic 

relationship between a sound-image and the concept and vice versa. These sound-

images are not necessarily the spoken forms of the language, “they are abstractions 

from the auditory experiences of the sounds” (ibid). In other words, there is an 

association that an individual mind forms between an event or object and a linguistic 

sign. This phenomenon differs from the behaviourist theory of operant conditioning in 

that, in non-human objects the sound and the action are not reciprocal or cannot be 

reversed. For instance, the dog cannot produce the sound that it reacts to. Von 

Glasersfeld maintains that once the sound-image is linked to a concept, this 

combination constitutes a linguistic sign. However, as the individual constantly uses the 

word the readers or listeners can try to modify their suppositions with the “hope of 

arriving at an interpretation that fits, if not all, at least a large number of occurrences” 

(ibid). Since one cannot enter another one’s mind to examine the meanings he/she has 

associated with certain words, the meanings of words are relative to the individual, 

formed through individual experiences. Although these subjective meanings are 

modified and adapted through social interactions with other members of the community, 

these adaptations do not rule out that initial idiosyncratic meanings are formed from the 

individuals’ subjective experiences. For that reason, individual students in higher 

education should be immersed in relevant disciplinary language events, so that 

meanings are created in individual minds prior to engaging in learning groups. 

 Vygotsky’s private speech 

Vygotsky’s proposition about the psychological role of language is an indication that 

language also mediates higher-order thinking (Jones 2009). This concept of private 

speech is nested in the view that children learn through speaking to themselves in a 

self-guiding and directing way. Initially children voice every thought that comes to their 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | 58 

minds but as they grow, they gradually decrease this outward manifestation of their 

thoughts and internalise the speech. Just as we see children talking themselves through 

learning tasks on a daily basis, when scrutinizing unfamiliar objects, adults similarly 

engage in private speech in their daily lives. For instance, an individual may verbalise 

his thoughts when trying to find a misplaced item, such as “Now where did I put the car 

keys?”, “Now I must remember to…” Vygotsky believed that this outward expression of 

thoughts exhibited mainly in children's talk in their daily manipulation of objects was 

particularly significant in working with difficult concepts. Therefore, Vygotsky believed 

that private speech is the foundation for all higher-order thinking processes. In private 

speech one engages in an intrapersonal conversation with himself to overcome a 

puzzling situation. Most importantly, Vygotsky’s study of cognition attests to the 

individual’s mental involvement when engaged in a personal task that warrants a 

resolution. This is to say; once students in higher education are immersed in a 

meaningful language challenge they will enlarge their ESL repertoire as they talk 

themselves through the learning task and engage in meta-learning.   

The natural functioning of the brain, the individualistic construction of meaning and the 

outward expression of thought when individuals are engaged in problem solving seem 

to suggest that cognition and language are actively related when one engages in 

problem-solving. This is realised in a relevant context. 

 

2.14 CONTEXTUAL LEARNING IS A REQUISITE FOR SECOND LANGUAGE 

ACQUISITION  

In order to create personal meaning and acquire a language, the target language must 

be presented in its natural form (de Courcy 2002:5; Pease 2014:14) and embedded in 

context (Cummins 2009:2). By implication, a relevant constructivist approach for 

language acquisition is authentic learning which is, learning embedded in context. 

Contextual learning has specific features (Sears & Hersh 1998:7). It is learning that: 

 is problem-based; 

 fosters self-regulation; 

 occurs in multiple settings and contexts; 

 anchors the learning in students’ diverse life contexts; 

 uses cooperative learning groups so that students learn from each other; and 

 employs authentic assessment and multiple methods for assessing student 

achievement. 
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Each of these features of contextual learning needs some elaborative exploration.  

2.14.1 PROBLEM-BASED LEARNING 

Problem-based learning carries the essence of learning (Claxton 1999:11). This author 

says, “Learning…is what you do when you don’t know what to do.” Humans of whatever 

age are naturally problem-solvers and it is the problem that arouses the desire to know 

(Smilkstein 2004:3). In problem-based learning the student is confronted with a real-life 

or simulated problem which needs to be solved. Yost, Sentner and Foorlenza-Bailey 

(2000:40) define problem-solving as “a process in which capable individuals attempt to 

make sense of a challenging situation, identify areas of practice needing scrutiny, define 

goals for improvement, and pursue actions to accomplish them.” In the same vein, 

Heylighen (1998) defines it as consisting of two states; the present state, which he calls 

the initial state and the desired state, which he calls the goal state. In problem-solving 

the student aims to change the initial puzzling situation through action, which is the 

learning challenge and reach the desired state, the resolution of the problem. Problem-

solving therefore forms the core of problem-based learning. Authentic problem-based 

learning is realized in authentic learning settings where students encounter challenges 

in real-life contexts, and engage in solving problems of an authentic nature. In courses 

designed for authentic learning students “become immersed in problem solving within 

realistic situations resembling the contexts where the knowledge they are acquiring will 

eventually be applied” (Herrington, Reeves & Oliver 2006:235). These real-life authentic 

tasks are utilized to create the essentials of the authentic learning environment, wherein 

a completion of tasks should occupy the entire student (ibid). In authentic learning, the 

student constantly engages in a cycle of immersion, reflection, construction and 

exploration (Slabbert et al 2009:72) as represented in figure 12.14.1. 
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Figure 2.14.1: Adapted cycle of authentic learning (Slabbert et al 2009) 

 

Generally, this cycle represents the following; Immersion refers to when the individual 

student is in direct contact with the concrete experience or the real-life challenge. At this 

stage the student is confronted with a meaningful problem, therefore, the student’s 

physical, intellectual, emotional and spiritual reality are involved. This preoccupation in 

experience is emotional and calls for action (Claxton 1999). When immersed in the 

challenge the student reflects, on his/her actions, critically examining the effectiveness 

of the actions on the experience and engaging in intrapersonal communication. This 

reflection is realised mainly in realistic tasks, where students engage individually or as 

a team or community. Reflection entails scrutinizing or examining an experience with 

the aim of developing an understanding of it and improving on the previous experience. 

Reflection in education has been observed to be beneficial for both the educator and 

the student (Birmingham 2001:4 & Atherton 2013). In a learning task, reflection is 

continual in order to promote further investigation and refinement of the learning, until 

the highest possible quality of learning is obtained. Eventually, the student constructs 

meaning of the experience and develops skills for solving the challenge based on 

experience. Thus the student transfers the knowledge acquired in the previous 

challenge to explore a new experience. This transfer of knowledge is made possible 

when knowledge is personally constructed. Similarly, in language learning, immersion 

has proven to be very effective in enforcing the acquisition of language (Krashen 1982 

& de Courcy 2002), through engaging the student in problem-solving in real-life 

language events of the target language. 

Immersion in a meaningful challenge compels the student to think critically about means 

of resolving the challenge. Critical thinking is at the heart of constructivist learning 

  

1.  Immersion (in experience) 
e.g., realistic discipline-related language 

challenge 

4.  Exploration (a new experience)  
e.g., apply acquired language in new 

experience 

2.  Reflection (on experience)  
e.g., remind oneself of prior knowledge to solve 

language challenge 

3.  Construction (of experience) 
e.g., connect past language experience with present & 

reflect on actions to produce relevant discourse 
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approaches. It provides tools for both internalizing content (taking ownership of content) 

and assessing the quality of that internalization (Elder & Paul 2010:2). Ensuring that 

students learn to think critically also ensures that students do not master essential 

subject matter exclusively, but “become effective citizens, capable of reasoning ethically 

and acting in the public good” (ibid). A critical mind utilises alternate ways of looking at 

things and changes direction when evidence or reasoning requires it. A critically thinking 

student is able to internalize important concepts within a discipline and identify an 

interrelationship of those concepts with other concepts both within and among 

disciplines. Such students “are able to reason well enough to think their way through 

complex problems” (ibid). The purpose of problem-solving in constructivist approaches 

is not merely the task, but learning, constructing knowledge, which may be generalised 

beyond the specific problem (Hanson & Sinclair 2008:170). Consequently, developing 

critical thinkers must be central in all educational institutions. Once an aspect of 

language has been acquired through experience, whether it is a genre, a register, 

vocabulary or any linguistic structure, this experience will be utilized in similar events in 

the future. Immersion in the target language presents the language in its entirety. 

Therefore, it becomes relevant for quality language learning. 

While the student is immersed in the problem-solving cycle, this student engages in self-

management strategies, referred to as metacognitive strategies (Wenden 1991:25) or 

meta-learning (Slabbert et al 2009), to find a solution to the challenge. Moreover, 

problem based learning was found to develop self-directed learning among students in 

higher education in an intensive one year programme (Malan, Ndlovu & Engelbrecht 

2014). 

 SELF-REGULATED LEARNING/META-LEARNING 

Self-regulated learning is captured in the concept of meta-learning. Meta-learning (ML) 

strategies are ways in which students oversee and manage their thought processes. ML 

strategies involve planning, monitoring, assessing and evaluating the process of 

learning (Slabbert et al 2009:109; Wenden 1991:26) so that the student is in full control 

of his/her own learning (Slabbert et al 2009:109). Slabbert et al (2009) define ML as 

“the higher order learning process of managing one’s own learning through a continual 

reflection on the learning process by taking control over and responsibility for improving 

the quality of one’s own learning with the purpose of maximising one’s potential.” ML 

has been developed from theories of metacognitive thinking (Wenden 1991:25). 

Metacognition is defined as “the ability to understand and monitor one’s own thoughts 

and the assumptions and implications of one’s activities” (Innes 2004:86).  
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The earliest founder of metacognition Flavell (cited in Tanner 2012:113) used this 

example in simplifying metacognition; “I am engaging in metacognition if I notice that I 

am having more trouble learning A than B; if it strikes me that I should double check C 

before accepting it as fact.” Subsequently, metacognition follows a cognitive activity. 

For that reason, cognitive strategies assist individuals to attain certain goals, such as 

understanding a text; while metacognitive strategies guarantee that the goal is obtained, 

such as questioning oneself to ascertain understanding of the text (Livingston 1997:2). 

If metacognition is an ability to understand and monitor one’s thoughts, then its 

understanding can help educators in guiding their dialogue with students in an effort to 

help them optimise their metacognitive skills (Innes 2004:86). As a result, metacognitive 

skills are essential for reflection in language learning. 

During the planning stage, the students identify learning goals or objectives and 

strategize on how to achieve them (Wenden 1991:27). This planning may precede the 

task, called pre-planning (Wenden 1991:27) or it may be an ongoing activity in the 

process of executing a task; referred to as planning-in-action (Wenden 1991:27). In this 

instance students may change their objectives or review their methods of achieving 

these objectives. The student may decide to: 

 Engage in a learning task or to ignore irrelevant distractors(directed attention); 

and 

 Attend to certain aspects of the input (selective attention), through skimming 

through for main ideas (advance organizer) before arranging for conditions that 

assist one to learn (self-management). 

This planning stage is very critical for language learners and facilitators of learning, 

since learning a second language through immersion in the language can be very 

demanding on the student. At the monitoring stage students become aware of their 

difficulties in processing the language. Therefore, they function as overseers of their 

language, through checking their performance in the language and self-assessing 

themselves (Wenden 1991:27). However, this self-assessment can also occur at the 

pre-planning stage when students set their objectives for a given task or for a series of 

learning tasks. This self-assessment is integrated with the execution of the task and it 

is believed to enhance reflection (Koohang, Riley & Smith 2009:93). When confronted 

with a language challenge, the student conducts self-assessment while immersed in the 

challenge to determine if there is need for further refinement of the language. For 

instance, the student may do self-editing of individual work or group work. 
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Evaluating oneself involves appraising one's performance in relation to one's attempt to 

learn or use a strategy (Wenden 1991:28). This evaluation involves three steps: 1) 

examining the outcome of the attempts to learn; 2) accessing the criteria to judge it; and 

3) applying the criteria. 

A student with a high level of ML thinks about learning through reflecting on how to 

improve the learning, which enables the student to be actively involved in optimizing 

his/her own learning, and it inculcates self-dependency and academic success. This 

student can rightfully assess the effectiveness of his/her approach to language learning 

and regulate the learning in accordance with the demands of the learning task (Jackson 

2004:21; Norton, Owens & Clark 2004:424). However, engaging in ML has certain 

prerequisites. 

 Prerequisites for meta-learning 

Self-evaluation  

Self-evaluation can be both beneficial and detrimental to students in learning, 

depending on their understanding of the function of the exercise. Self-evaluation 

according to Hart (in Nsibande 2006) is a persons’ opinion based on being engaged 

with concepts in a particular field and personally experiencing and understanding the 

required procedure in that field. Given this position, students usually evaluate 

themselves on different dimensions of competence and often use different benchmarks 

than their educators (El-Koumy 2010). It would seem students are often unaware of 

their incompetence (Dunning, Johnson, Ehrlinger & Kruger, 2003). Furthermore, the 

incompetence deprives them of the metacognitive capability to realise it (Kruger & 

Dunning 2009). Of major concern in this study however, is that students often rate 

themselves way above their actual performance level in self-evaluation exercises. This 

was echoed in a study of students’ self-evaluation of their portfolios along with their 

educators where their values would rarely coincide (Xamaní 2013). It became evident 

that some students misinterpreted some assessment procedures and amplified their 

actual performance. This is a concern in learning because an augmented self-evaluation 

of competence implies lack of realisation of the challenges in the learning by the student. 

Consequently the student will not engage in improving the learning through ML. A 

student’s engagement in ML requires the student’s realistic evaluation of competence 

in a personal evaluation in order to improve on challenging areas of the learning.  
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The academic environment 

The students’ effectiveness in regulating their own learning also depends on their 

academic environment (Sideridis 2005). Sideridis (2005) believes that a learning-

oriented classroom is characterised by more adaptive learning patterns. This entails an 

involvement of effective learning strategies and students’ involvement in the learning 

activities.  

 Meta-learning as a prerequisite for language learning 

An understanding of meta-learning can provide ESL students with knowledge on how 

to gain proficiency in language. While language learning is seen to pose a cognitive 

challenge to students, the success of the learning activity is also dependent on the 

students’ attitude towards the world, the learning activity, the students’ sense of self and 

the motivation to succeed (Thanasoulas 2000:6).  

Goodman and Freeman (1993:79) believe that learning often involves predictions and 

as individuals learn a language, they often use all available hints to reduce their 

uncertainty and to confirm their predictions. The more cues there are internally or 

externally, the less uncertainty there is and the less demanding the task becomes. If a 

task is still unresolved after reflecting on their attempts, knowing how to learn will further 

prompt the students to consult relevant sources of information to solve the language 

challenge, be it library material, such as books, electronic resources or human 

resources, such as their educators, experts in the field of enquiry or peers. “When 

students set goals that aid their improved understanding, and then identify criteria, self-

evaluate their progress toward learning, reflect on their learning, and generate 

strategies for more learning, they will show improved performance with meaningful 

motivation” (McMillan & Hearn 2008:48). Knowledge of ML should enable students to 

personally engage in this process to enhance their language acquisition.  

2.14.2 MULTIPLE SETTINGS AND CONTEXTS 

Theories of cognition and learning suggest that knowledge and learning are situated in 

context, and inseparable from the contexts and activities within which they develop 

(Sears & Hersh 1998:7). If cognition is situated, then students should learn in 

meaningful contexts. Consequently, a learning task must emanate from real-life events 

(Slabbert et al 2009). It is only under extreme conditions that a task resembling a life 

challenge can be utilised, but every effort must be made to design tasks that are as 

authentic as possible. The major purpose of designing a learning task is to evoke a 

challenge that will engage the student in a problem-solving mode. As a result this design 
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can be generated by anything in real life; an issue that needs to be resolved. It can be 

an existing life challenge or a continual desire to improve the quality of life. In other 

words, this design should trigger a search for understanding or meaning. However, 

Slabbert et al (2009) warn that finding a real-life challenge is in itself challenging yet it 

is the most fulfilling process in the learning task design. 

 Real-life learning tasks 

Tasks of this nature must transpire from a realistic life context. These tasks are very 

entrepreneurial and usually oriented towards specific jobs or professions in the learners’ 

field of study (Slabbert et al 2009:103 & Miller 2013). The outcome of such a task should 

impact positively on society as well as the environment. However, presenting students 

with a real-life language task that is within the level of the learner will not immerse the 

learner in the language. For language acquisition to occur, the learner must be 

confronted with the real-life language challenge in order to engage in problem-solving, 

and problem-solving is realised through immersion. According to Brookes and Brookes 

(1999:2), when students are first exposed to wholes, they manage to identify the 

components as they perfect their understanding of the wholes. In the same vein, 

Goodman and Freeman (1993:79) believe that “language develops from the whole to 

part.” In this view “learners begin with a sense of the whole (language event) and 

gradually differentiate out the parts as they build a sense of the structure (ibid).” They 

observe that students “must experience whole second language texts in authentic 

contexts to experience fully the conventions of the new language and culture.” 

Subsequently, learners must be confronted with real-life language challenges if they are 

to achieve the highest possible quality of learning. Slabbert et al (2009:103) contend 

that: 

In fact, the level of the challenge has to exceed the current ability of the learner 

to such an extent that the learner may experience doubt about whether he or she 

will succeed. 

This is a problem which the student has no prior solution to, such that the student strives 

to manipulate all available sources in order to overcome and understand it. Resolving 

this challenge necessitates that the individual is completely immersed in the experience 

so that he/she “acquires a new order of consciousness” (ibid).  

 The world of work learning tasks 

The facilitator of learning can use expert performances from the real world of work (Miller 

2013). This may also include inviting experts from the relevant work places to challenge 
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students on work related tasks or the facilitator can incorporate learning activities drawn 

from the real world of work into the classroom as problem solving tasks for students to 

engage in. Such practice would ensure that the necessary knowledge skills and virtues 

in the world of work are inculcated through constructivist learning strategies while the 

student is still in higher education. These are situated tasks for specific professions but 

they can be simulated in the classroom. For example, for a lesson that seeks to alert 

students to the effects of global warming on weather change the FOL may request 

experts from a meteorology department when designing the task. It may be a simulated 

task whereby the tools for creating the outcomes on a computer interface are not made 

explicit to the students. The nature of the task should be such that the student reminds 

himself/herself about his/her prior knowledge. In other words, s/he engages in personal 

scaffolding. This task may incorporate a writing task on the process followed when 

solving the problem. In this activity the student acquires the language associated with 

the concept and understands the subject content. The student can conduct further 

research to find the disciplinary jargon associated with processes and products 

discovered while manipulating the task drawn from his/her professional field. 

 Fictional or hypothetical learning tasks 

A fictional challenge can be a problem that is conducted through experiments or 

simulated scenarios, as well, which capture the essence of real-world problems. In 

instances where realistic events in their natural form are unavailable or inaccessible the 

designed learning activity should equally exhibit real-world relevance. These are usually 

learning tasks that focus on the future. This challenge “should create a special condition 

that would occur naturally in the real world” (Slabbert et al 2009:103) or it should 

“represent the same type of challenges as those in the real world” (Jonassen 1999:221). 

These may be simulated activities which match the real-world tasks of professionals in 

practice as nearly as possible. Students may solve this task as individuals and as 

groups, regulating their own learning, so that the individually constructed knowledge 

about the real-life challenge is shared among group members.   This may include the 

use of miniature representations of events that centre on issues of interest to the 

students. For instance, students may have to create a gadget that will provide a solution 

to an issue that sets an inconvenience to their welfare within their residences. 

In order to incorporate the language component in this task, another requirement will be 

to write a report of the process and the product thereof similar to real reporting in the 

work place. Through this activity the students will engage in report writing that 

resembles the discipline related world of work. They may have to advertise their product 

after completion and therefore have to employ persuasive language, a skill that is 
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essential in the adverting industry. Alternatively, the students may have to convince the 

administration to assist in upgrading their gadget to a usable structure that can help 

improve their lives in their residences. In order to convince the administration, the 

students have to argue and justify the need to have their problems addressed either 

through a presentation or in writing. Students will be committed to the task since it 

pertains to their immediate need. Such a task will engage the students in both the design 

of the device and the construction of the various forms of the disciplinary genres. Within 

the genres are different styles of writing; description, argumentation, persuasion, cause 

and effect and others. Designing the product may require extensive research and this 

process may increase their repertoire of vocabulary in their discipline. Finally, the 

students will have to adopt the right tone when addressing their different audiences. 

 Pure play learning tasks 

These kinds of tasks are centred on games with either specific or flexible restrictions. 

These may be in the form of drama, re-enactments, and games on vocabulary, mime, 

competitions, debates and other forms of tasks where the activity assumes some form 

of play. For instance, students may have to re-enact an event where it is assumed they 

were the main witnesses. They can also dramatize a story that is carried in newspaper 

headlines. This story may be one that presents puzzling issues which may be 

detrimental to their lives if left unresolved. In the drama, the students should create a 

scene that provides a solution which will improve the quality of their lives and their 

communities. In this activity the students have to assume roles of certain characters 

and formulate appropriate language to be produced by each of the characters. This 

language must clearly depict proper characterisation for each character and the plot of 

this play must be believable. Several positive learning outcomes are likely to be realised 

in this task, where the skill of constructing the drama script has been infused in a real-

life event. When composing the script, the students’ writing skills and creativity will be 

sharpened. Students will also have to interact with each other and, probably experts in 

drama, for the success of the task. Therefore, they should acquire the relevant 

discourse in drama. However, if the task is less challenging, these students will not be 

immersed in the task and will not be compelled to engage their meta-learning skills in 

order to acquire the language independently. As they write and interact about the task 

their communicative competence will be honed.  

Real-life challenges are ill-defined and cannot be solved easily by the application of 

existing formulae. They require students to make a self-discovery of complicated tasks 

and their subsidiary tasks (Gordon 1998). This is to say, components of resolving the 

challenge are not explicitly predefined to the students. A dense language can be so 
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challenging that several sources must be consulted before it is resolved. A real-life 

challenge also requires a prolonged period of investigation (Gordon 1998). Acquiring a 

second language requires prolonged exposure to the language. In immersion 

programmes of second language learning, acquisition of the target language is not 

realised within a short space of time. 

These realistic tasks must allow for multiple sources and perspectives in the learning, 

employing theoretical and practical perspectives (Gordon 1998). For instance, 

consulting sources in the library for a task on sea animals may not be as fruitful as 

visiting the aquarium section in a zoo. A library may have a record of some creatures or 

features of the sea world but the aquarium will enable the student to experience the 

creature in its realistic setting and provide the scientific names as well. The visual image 

of the creature as it goes through its paces and the access to its scientific name will 

enhance better understanding of the concept and prompt the student to investigate 

further on possible associations with the scientific name. Such an investigation engages 

both the practical and the theoretical perspectives in the learning.  

 Learning anchored in students’ diverse life contexts 

Research has proven that emotions and attitudes have great influence on cognition 

(Patten 2011:88; Krashen 1982). Subsequently, students’ interests, sub-cultures and 

social contexts, which may differ from the world of the adults, should inform the design 

of the learning tasks. In effecting this diversity culturally responsive teachers integrate 

this sociocultural awareness into their pedagogy (Jackson 2012:9). They also 

incorporate cultural artefacts in the form of objects, images and art to engage students 

in conversations in the learning classroom, to relate to the students’ daily experiences. 

At this information age, students develop close relationships with their electronic 

gadgets; constantly utilizing networking sites to communicate with friends and 

acquaintances. The students’ favoured mode of communication can inform the 

language learning task designs. Recognition of students’ values also serves as a 

platform to tap into their prior experiences when constructing knowledge (Sears & Hersh 

1998:8). Moreover, in an immersion programme the design of learning tasks is based 

on students’ daily experiences.  

2.14.3 AUTHENTIC ASSESSMENT 

The aim of assessment in a constructivist perspective is not primarily to ascertain the 

amount of information a student can remember. Rather it is to encourage the learning 

process to produce the highest possible quality of learning (Slabbert et al 2009). It 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | 69 

therefore follows that constructivism means shifting from memorising and reciting 

information to placing prominence on understanding concepts. Subsequently, in 

constructivist assessment, traditional tests and examinations are replaced by 

performance and authentic assessment strategies. 

Learning Task Feedback (LTF) 
 
Slabbert et al (2009:115) advocate that feedback must be provided by the facilitator of 

learning (FOL) while the execution of the task is in progress. This feedback aims to 

assess the progress of an ongoing activity in order to motivate the learning in progress, 

without waiting for the end of the task. Assessment is therefore intertwined with the 

learning. However, in the radically socio-constructivist paradigm the FOL closely 

observes the students’ actions in an attempt to stretch them even further in their thinking 

without providing them with answers. This observation is accompanied by non-verbal 

feedback such that both the student and the facilitator of learning reflect on the activity. 

Worthy of note is that the FOL should recognise the response and acknowledge the 

learner in order to create a favourable learning atmosphere between the learner and 

the facilitator. The sole aim of this feedback is to continually engage the student in the 

activity until the highest possible quality of learning is achieved. The following actions 

of the FOL must be carried out in a hierarchical order so that the learning is optimised. 

 Giving recognition / Acknowledgement 

Students’ progress in the task must be recognised through non-verbal behaviour. 

However, even the mere presence of the FOL in the learning environment motivates 

the student.  

 Providing for resilience 

The FOL has to provide emotional encouragement and support to motivate students to 

stay on task since learning is fundamentally an emotional business (Claxton, 1999:xx) 

because it inevitably exposes the students’ deficiency regarding the challenge of what 

is to be learned. Since learning requires effort and hard work, students are continually 

confronted with the choice to either engage in this effortful process or to opt out. Even 

though the opting out choice may occur at any time and for many reasons the FOL has 

to provide the context through which the student’s resilience is ignited. When it becomes 

evident that the student is struggling and may be choosing the choice to opt out, the 

FOL could ignite the student’s resilience through making emotional encouragement and 

supporting remarks such as “You are doing well” or “I know you can do it”.  
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 Asking for clarification 

During the entire learning process it is the responsibility of the FOL to ensure that the 

highest possible quality of learning is maintained and in order to respond in the most 

appropriate way to the students’ current learning engagement – irrespective of whether 

their learning is qualitatively adequate or deficient, evoking the continuous improvement 

of the quality of their learning, requires the FOL to accurately ascertain their current 

learning quality status regularly by asking students for appropriate clarification through 

which the FOL could determine such status through asking: “What are you doing?” and 

following it up with, “Why are you doing it ?”, which will provide the necessary learning 

quality clarification to the FOL in order to follow with the most appropriate response 

which will evoke the most appropriate learning quality improvement from the student. 

This is also the only time that requires and waits for the student’s answer for obvious 

reasons. All other subsequent responses from the FOL are peculiar to ensuring learning 

quality improvement of the student and not an interaction (question and answer session 

or discussion, etc.) with the FOL. 

 Eliciting meta-learning actions 

 

The FOL enacts certain actions in order to prompt the required actions from the learner. 

Self-answering questions 

When students request assistance of any kind from the FOL, the question must be 

reflected back to them so that the student answers his or her own question. This 

reflected question elicits the students’ own construction of an answer to the question he 

or she has asked, making students aware that they, themselves have to find the 

answers to their questions, the FOL will not provide answers to their questions. 

Requesting reflection 

The FOL asks particular quality demanding questions. They are questions that cannot 

be answered substantially immediately and require the student’s critical assessment on 

the quality of their learning outcomes at that particular point in time through thorough 

reflection. Since these are questions that interrogate the quality of the learning product 

that the student had or is producing at that point in time and cannot be answered 

substantially without the necessary reflection, the FOL does not demand, neither want 

the student to provide an answer to the FOL (immediately). The FOL, in fact, prevents 

this to happen, and since the student is not pressured for an immediate answer, the 

question lingers with the student who needs to answer it him or herself and in due time 
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and whenever the FOL might request it in future. They are questions like: “Where/how 

could you find what you need?” “How would you convince an expert that what you are 

doing is the best to do?” “What else is possible?” “How would you ensure that you have 

explored all avenues/resources and possibilities?” Since the students realise that they 

will not be provided with answers to these questions, they realise that these are the 

questions that they need to continuously ask and answer themselves throughout their 

learning endeavours which are aimed solely at improving the quality of their learning.  

Resourcefulness 

If and when students have difficulty with resolving the real life challenge, and they might 

need critical information to achieve that, the FOL will not provide the information, but 

will, again, ensure the students’ taking responsibility for, control over and management 

of their own learning. The FOL requests resourcefulness from students in instances 

where, in spite of all actions performed, information required to execute the task is still 

not available. In this case the FOL questions them about where they think they can 

obtain the information. Possible sources are likely to come up. This stance does not 

lead the student to develop dependency on the FOL. Most importantly, the FOL should 

avoid being a resource for the student. 

Auto education 

When students are still struggling to resolve the real life challenge at hand, the FOL 

might decide to provide a particular kind of resource to students. This resource would 

be in the format of some kind of instructional material like an instructional manual (formal 

or informal) that will allow students to educate themselves (auto-education) to become 

resourceful (like surfing the Internet). Attaining independence of the FOL is continuously 

emphasised.  

Edutainment  

When students remain struggling with resolving the real life challenge despite all the 

preceding learning task feedback actions of facilitating learning, and they are 

subsequently compromising time, and/or effort and/or accuracy this quality the FOL may 

decide that providing edutainment is immanent. Although edutainment may seem to 

resemble some format of “teaching”, its value does not reside in its entertainment but 

its dramatic impact. Edutainment is designed to confront students’ deficient 

assumptions head-on in a dramatic, illustrative context by provoking, stunning, 

disturbing, shaking, unsettling and exposing those deficient assumptions while the 

participatory context provides the opportunity for their substantive correction.  
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 Learning task consolidation (LTC) 

The last activity in the facilitation of learning is the learning task consolidation (LTC). 

This comes at the end of each learning period, regardless of whether the task has been 

completed or not. Learners are expected to present what they have learnt to the whole 

group of learners who will critically assess the learning quality of the presenting group 

of students. This facilitating learning function has been indicated earlier to be very 

helpful in ESL development as Gibbons (2002:16) testifies; 

 

 …it is important, at times, for learners to have opportunities to use stretches of 

discourse in contexts where there is a press on their linguistic resources, and 

where, for the benefit of their listeners, they must focus not only on what they 

wish to say but on how they are saying it. 

Giving a presentation in front of the class compels the student to refine the acquired 

language. At this instance the student will monitor the acquired language (Krashen 

1982), editing and refining the language with the aim of improving the genre or the 

register to comply with the requirements of the language task. At this consolidation 

stage learners “should be confronted with a renewed challenge” (Slabbert et al 

2009:116) to continually pursue their learning until the highest possible quality of 

learning is achieved. 

Fundamentally, feedback in a constructivist learning approach aims to enhance the 

learning process through motivation and promotion of higher order thinking than to 

discredit the learner’s performance.  It is authentic assessment that is intertwined with 

learning. In this sense the learner is assisted to maintain learning through continually 

reflecting on the learning and optimising understanding of concepts as opposed to an 

assessment that seeks to focus on grades. In learning that aims to promote ESL the 

feedback should encourage student’s independent search for incomprehensible ESL. 

2.14.4 COOPERATIVE LEARNING (CL) 

Social constructivism has at its core the effect of social interaction and cultural 

influences in learning (Powell & Kalina 2009:245; ) and man naturally desires to connect 

with others and his environment (Parker 1998:4). This desire for community serves as 

a motivating factor in the learning environment. For that reason, emergent instructional 

designs have placed cooperation at the centre of learning (Vega & Hederich 2015). 

Therefore, “if we accept the premise that external dialogue is a major resource for the 

development of thinking, and that interaction is also integral to language learning, then 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | 73 

it follows that we must consider very seriously the nature of the talk in which learners 

are engaged in the classroom” (Gibbons 2002:8-9).  

Different authors have defined cooperative and collaborative learning differently based 

on the origins of the two terminologies (Barkley, Cross & Major 2005:5). In spite of the 

“massive confusion” over terminology in this literature, Barkley et al (2005:7) believe 

most educators are not necessarily concerned with the “philosophical and semantic 

distinctions between cooperative and collaborative learning, but use the level of 

authority and control that feels comfortable for them and that accomplishes their goals”. 

Both the terms ‘cooperative’ and ‘collaborative’ learning have been used in constructivist 

literature in reference to the interdependence of students when working on a common 

learning task (Barkley 2005:5). In this study CL has been adopted in reference to the 

instructional use of small groups, working together in harmony and mutual support to 

maximise or enrich each member’s learning. Although students construct knowledge 

based on personal experiences, they equally need to interact with others to enhance 

their learning (Vega & Hederich 2015). In developing language, CL is a valuable tool as 

one communicates constructed ideas and justifies them through language. Cooperative 

learning allows for self-assessment of the acquired language based on the participants’ 

responses and reaction to the individually constructed language.  

 Goals of cooperative learning in developing ESL 

Combining students together for cooperative learning does not guarantee effective 

learning, unless clearly defined goals and structure of groups are considered (Slabbert 

et al 2009:112; Jacobs 1988). CL develops both intrapersonal and interpersonal virtues 

(Slabbert et al 2009:112). Since language learning and development has been noted to 

have an affective component which might hinder the acquisition of a second language 

(Krashen 1982:5), CL ensures that students provide each other with motivation and 

peer-to-peer support. This mutual support improves each member’s self-esteem and 

positive interdependence (Vega & Hederich 2015). Interpersonally, CL should enhance 

the acquired language through improving each member’s communicative competence, 

negotiation skills and several other disciplinary language skills (Saltimakov & 

Frantcuziskaia 2015). Basically, it should provide a forum for articulating the acquired 

language and provide practice in the acquired language. Since in immersion 

programmes students communicate in the target language and participate in real-life 

activities, cooperative groups should act as a family setting for all the members in the 

group. Besides, enhancing every member’s knowledge, the CL process should ensure 

the holistic development of the members, so that lifelong learning is realised. For these 

goals to be realised, the composition of the group should be considered. 
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 Composition of groups 

While forming groups outside the learning environment may seem to come naturally, 

within the learning setting it can be complicated and unnatural if quality learning is to be 

achieved (Barkley et al 2005:43). Most importantly, the educator must be cognisant of 

three factors; group types, group sizes and group membership.  

Group type 

While group types vary according to the goal of the learning, the task and the amount 

of time they will be constituted, (Barkley et al 2005:43) such as formal, informal group 

types, a group that is primary in cooperative learning and is most relevant in promoting 

language acquisition would be the base group. Base groups usually remain together for 

a prolonged period of time, such as an entire term or even the whole academic year, 

working on a variety of tasks. Since the base group stays together for a longer period, 

its members work on an overarching goal that extends across the entire course and 

offer each other support and encouragement. Base groups are believed to serve the 

end-product outcomes in learning, since they are sustained for a longer period, thus 

enabling an extended period of executing complex tasks (Slabbert et al 2009). This 

extended period of the group enforces mutual support and peer-to-peer motivation as 

members tend to develop strong relations with each other. Language immersion 

programmes, according to research, extend over a longer period of time to allow 

adequate time for mutual support and interdependency among the members.  

Group size  

In general, cooperation is most effective if groups are small enough to enable full 

participation of members and mutual support on one another, yet large enough for 

sufficient diversity and resources to complete the task. A group of four members is the 

most effective cooperative learning group (Slabbert et al 2009) and should be the 

number of members in the base group. This number is small enough to generate the 

most efficient cooperation among members. Although the base group number of 

students should remain constant, these groups may be divided into several possible 

larger and even smaller groups, the subsequent group sizes may vary according to the 

nature of the task, the duration of the task and to some degree, the physical setting of 

the learning (Barkley et al 2005:44).  

Group membership 

For cooperative learning the members of the base groups should be, in principle, 

heterogeneous in as many respects as possible. Heterogeneous groupings are 
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advantageous in that diverse students are exposed to each other’s different ideas, 

backgrounds and experiences (Slabbert et al 2009). It is the FOL’s responsibility to 

constitute the base groups and the subsequent groups according to the requirements 

of the real-life challenge and its quality outcome. The diversity provides rich interactions 

and eventually enhances each of the member’s learning quality. Cooperative learning 

is qualified by some very stringent criteria to be complied with, like the number of (base 

group) members, the heterogeneous constitution of the base groups, the enforcement 

of positive interdependence, individual accountability, promotive face-to-face interaction 

and continuous regular assessment of the efficiency of the group’s cooperation by the 

group itself. Rich interactions, communication skills and exchanges where the 

individuals’ viewpoints are challenged and the student justifies his/her claims can be 

realised in a diverse group of students. Furthermore, some essential interpersonal 

human qualities, such as tolerance, commitment, perseverance, peacefulness, respect 

and others are likely to be acquired in a heterogeneous learning group. When facilitating 

learning, CL principally serves the function of enhancing the learning quality of the group 

as a unit and the consequent learning quality of each individual member. 

2.14.5 FACILITATING LEARNING FOR SECOND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 

While the concept of facilitating learning has emerged with learner-centred approaches 

to learning, its interpretation by different scholars has not fully detached it from the 

teaching kind of mode; yet it is qualitatively and significantly different from teaching. 

Slabbert et al (2009:100) identify three aspects that conceptualise facilitating learning, 

which ascertain quality learning. Firstly, facilitating learning is distinctively different from 

teaching. “Facilitating learning is not teaching, not telling, not lecturing, not preaching 

and not directing or guiding” (Rooth in Slabbert et al 2009). Looking closely at this 

statement, one realises that all the elements that characterise traditional forms of 

teaching are what facilitating learning is not. Secondly, facilitating learning is also 

qualitatively different from teaching in that its goal is to optimise the learning potential 

of the student through activating the students’ self-regulation and responsibility of the 

learning (ibid). In order to develop these attributes in the student, the FOL, facilitates 

the quality of the learning process and its outcome as achieving the highest possible 

quality of learning. Lastly, when learning is facilitated accordingly, quality learning could 

be guaranteed because that is its sole purpose, while teaching does not necessarily 

have learning as its outcome and learning quality may not be its primary focus.. Based 

on the outlined concept of facilitating learning, Slabbert et al (2009) define it as follows: 
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 Facilitating learning is the deliberate and purposeful intervention of a facilitator 

of learning to challenge learners into maximising their human potential through 

the process of authentic lifelong learning (Slabbert et al 2009:101). 

In view of the defined concept of facilitating learning, an educator who facilitates for 

language acquisition focuses on ensuring that the context of learning supports the 

student’s self-regulation of learning to ensure that the process of acquiring the target 

language is initiated and maintained. Consequently, an FOL in a constructivist learning 

environment that seeks to promote ESL must carefully consider how the target language 

is embedded in the content and how the learning tasks are executed and maintained. 

Facilitation of learning can be viewed in the following table: 

Table 2.14.5: Facilitating learning (Slabbert et al 2009:103) 

Facilitating learning 

What is the major 
purpose? 

What are the required relationships 
to be established? 

What is the facilitating learning function? 

Initiating learning Relationship of searching for meaning Learning task design(LTD) 

Learning task presentation (LTP) 

Learning Relationship of constructing meaning Authentic learning (AL) 

Maintaining learning Relationship of enhancing meaning Learning task execution (LTE): 

 Meta-learning (ML) 

 Cooperative learning (CL) 

Learning task feedback (LTF) 

Learning task consolidation (LTC) 

 

When facilitating language learning for acquisition, context forms the crucial aspect of 

the design, thus careful and systematic planning of the learning task design (LTD) 

becomes a critical stage.  

 The role of the facilitator of learning 

Given that the task should challenge the student in order to create disequilibrium in the 

student, the FOL must ensure that the language to be acquired is within the student’s 

realistic context – to create personal meaning for the student.  

Learning task design 

It is the FOL’s responsibility to design students’ tasks. Placing a responsibility on the 

FOL may seem contradictory to the notion that constructivist learning develops self-

regulated, autonomous students (Aviram 2000). This self-regulation should be induced 
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by the challenge. Consequently, it is the FOL’s obligation to ensure that the student is 

immersed in the language challenge so that independent knowledge construction and 

acquisition occur in this challenge. A “voluntarily chosen situation” by the student 

(Aviram 2000:481) will not challenge the student enough to reach the highest possible 

quality of learning. The possibility that a student personally chooses a challenging 

learning task, one that will engage this student in a problem-solving mode, is unlikely. 

Thus, unconscious language learning will be impeded. Therefore, the task design rests 

entirely on the FOL in order to ensure this immersion which promotes acquisition. 

Whether the goal is the development of a disciplinary genre, the rhetoric mode or 

vocabulary, the learner has to be confronted with a relevant real-life language challenge, 

within the context of the discipline, designed by the FOL. The student should be a 

problem solver, not a passive recipient. 

Scaffolding  

While scaffolding can enhance learning, the educator must be very vigilant in applying 

this concept if the highest possible quality of learning is the goal. As a social 

constructivist, Vygotsky emphasized the role of social interaction in the cognitive 

development of an individual. One influential feature of social constructivist based 

theory is the concept of the ZPD (Robbins 2003:28). The ZPD is defined as: 

 

 …the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by 

independent problem solving and the level of potential development as 

determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration 

with more capable peers. 

The ZPD describes the extent to which a student’s learning potential can be enhanced 

when the learning is facilitated by someone with greater expertise compared to when 

the student learns without assistance (Puntambekar & Hübscher 2005:1). Scaffolding 

is an act of assisting “students to perform tasks that would normally be slightly beyond 

their ability…the student is guided from what is known to what is to be known” (Murphy 

1997:5), towards the ZPD. Scaffolding is not simply another word for help, rather it is 

temporary assistance to learners by educators to progress “towards new skills, 

concepts, or levels of understanding” (Gibbons 2002:10). This assistance should equip 

the learner to perform similar tasks in the future without the educator’s assistance.  

There has been a shift in the conceptualization of scaffolding (Puntambekar & Hübscher 

2005:1). Originally, it described the interactions between a parent and a child or 

between a tutor and a student, whereby the parent or tutor assisted the child or student 
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based on the observed progress of the child or student. Recently, with the increase in 

technologically-based learning environments, such as in Maths, Science and Language 

learning, scaffolding is no longer restricted to interactions between individuals, rather it 

is now predominantly used to describe the prompts and hints provided in tools to support 

learning. Artefacts, resources, and environments such as peer interactions, and 

discussions aimed at the whole class are also seen as scaffolds. 

Puntambekar and Hübscher (2005:2-3) point out three key elements of scaffolding, 

namely; intersubjectivity, which is a shared understanding of the goal of the activity 

between the student and the adult who is a facilitator; an on-going diagnosis, which is 

the support provided by the facilitator based on the observed progress and capability of 

the student, and internalization, which refers to the level where the support provided by 

the facilitator begins to fade. At the internalization stage the student self-regulates the 

learning.  

In quality learning, this scaffold should lead the individual learner towards autonomy. It 

should create a condition that generates critical thinking within the learner, so that the 

learner becomes a problem-solver. For that reason the kind of support an educator 

decides to provide in the classroom is of crucial importance (Gibbons 2002:10). Gibbons 

(2002:10) warns that, in terms of ESL development: “Rather than simplifying the task 

(and ultimately risking a reductionist curriculum), we should instead reflect on the nature 

of the scaffolding that is being provided for learners to carry out that task. As far as 

possible learners need to engage with authentic and cognitively challenging learning 

tasks; it is the nature of the support – support that is responsive to the particular 

demands made on children (students) learning through the medium of a second 

language – that is critical for success.” 

The nature of the language task, besides being authentic and within the student’s 

interest and values, should compel the student to engage in personal scaffolding right 

from the beginning of the learning task. This task should remind him/her of prior 

experiences that can assist in resolving the language challenge without relying on 

prompts from the educator to complete the challenge. As a result, enormous effort must 

be directed towards designing learning tasks that foster a recall of prior knowledge in 

the students as they explore and reflect on their actions in an attempt to resolve the 

language problem. Consequently, once the students begin to execute the task, no 

further materialistic support is provided besides emotional support and encouragement 

(Slabbert et al 2009). A constant reminder by the facilitator removes the burden from 

the students of tapping into higher-order thinking skills, thereby perpetuating 
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dependency on the educator and suppressing the acquisition of the language. “Though 

the process of learners’ acquisition, application, and transfer of knowledge appears to 

be sequential and occurs naturally”, proper scaffolding is necessary (Hung 2013:28) in 

order to develop a lifelong language learner in the student. 

 

 
2.15 THE IMMERSION THEORY OF LANGUAGE LEARNING CONVERGES 

WITH CONSTRUCTIVISM 

In language immersion programmes of language learning students are immersed in the 

target language as the sole language of teaching and learning or in the community of 

the native speakers of the target language. Constructivism also advocates personal 

immersion in experience to construct knowledge. 

In immersion programs students experience the language in its real-life context, 

encountering real-life events in the use of the language. Constructivism also 

encourages experiential learning whereby the student interacts with his/her 

environment. 

In language immersion programmes the student exercises self-regulated learning in 

order to overcome the challenge and acquire the language without translations in the 

student’s native language and constructivist learning advocates metacognition as the 

major attribute for a student to achieve optimal learning potential. 

In immersion programmes the student exercises personal scaffolding using artefacts 

and the context to decipher the right forms of the target language. The input is facilitated 

by the presence of context to enable acquisition of the new language and in 

constructivist learning environments the real-life learning tasks provide the context, 

which acts as a scaffold for the learning.  

In immersion programmes the student engages in self-assessment in the process of 

learning the language, reflecting, monitoring and evaluating himself/herself to acquire 

the new language. In constructivism assessment is not delayed until the end of task 

execution, it is an on-going process while the learning task is in progress. Going through 

this process can be relatively easy for learners at tertiary since, as adults planning and 

evaluating is a daily activity in real-life. 
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In immersion programmes the learning outcomes are made visible in the output of the 

acquired language. Constructivism also promotes the construction of visible end 

products.  

 

2.16 DISCERNING VOICES ON CONSTRUCTIVIST APPROACHES IN 

LEARNING 

While I note the critiques on the impracticality of effectively engaging in constructivist 

approaches in learning, I believe this learning paradigm optimises learning in a profound 

way. There is criticism about the relativism advanced in constructivism. Rowlands and 

Carson (2001:2) argue that there are contradictions in constructivist discourse with 

regards to the individualistic representations of knowledge and shared knowledge. 

These scholars believe that “if knowledge is nothing more than what is constructed by 

the individual, then the learner is never wrong…If truth is whatever the learner considers 

to be the case, then there is no body of knowledge, no ‘subject–matter’ that can be 

taught as such”. In the same vein, Kotzee (2010:147) questions the relativism 

propounded in constructivism, saying “If different individuals (radical constructivism) or 

different societies (social constructivism) all had different knowledges, there would be 

no one body of knowledge that is valid for all. Different knowledges would count as 

adequate for different individuals or societies, making what counts as knowledge 

relative to who you are.”  

These critics question the particularistic construction in individuals propounded in 

radical constructivism and the cultural relativism advanced in social constructivism. 

Furthermore, these critics question how an individual gains knowledge beyond the 

confines of the individual mind or society if knowledge is particular and cannot be 

transmitted in words (Rowlands & Carson 2001:10). Basically, the critique questions 

how individual constructions are transformed to universal knowledge since a curriculum 

is designed on universal knowledge claims. However, social constructivism holds that 

consensus between members in a group is the ultimate criteria to judge knowledge. 

Therefore, truth is assigned solely to constructions on which most people of a social 

group agree (Heylighen 1993). For that reason, knowledge is finally determined by 

group consensus based on individual experiences of reality. 

Advancing his argument, Kotzee (2010:148) maintains that educators’ beliefs about the 

theory of knowledge and learning determines their implementation of constructivist 

perspectives in their pedagogy. He holds that while they claim to be constructivist, their 
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classroom management contradicts the actual practice within the classroom. For 

instance, he draws one of his examples from the aspect of accepting every student’s 

opinion as truthful provided it is supported by evidence. He feels an educator cannot 

question the authenticity of the evidence since it is within the student’s personal 

experiences. Rejecting this evidence would contradict the promotion of students’ 

autonomy in a constructivist classroom. In other words, his argument is students can 

use any form of evidence to support a claim and that should be rightfully accepted as 

truth if students’ interests are considered in constructivist learning approaches. 

However, Kotzee’s argument overlooks that all curriculum content is regulated. With 

regard to learning a second language, the structure of the language cannot be accepted 

when misconstrued. The student’s prior experience simply provides a context to 

facilitate the acquisition of the language. 

In light of the argument against the plausible benefits of constructivist discourse in the 

classroom, one has to be very vigilant when employing constructivist perspectives 

because some of these issues of constructivism must be qualified in order to ensure 

that the constructivist learning that will take place is of the highest possible quality. 

 

2.17 RE-CONCEPTUALIZING SECOND LANGUAGE INSTRUCTION  

While practical wisdom may seem to apply to engaging learners in practical activities, 

to promote experiential learning, practical wisdom equally applies to educators who 

should assess the context of their particular students and determine appropriate 

learning designs in order to improve their students’ ESL proficiency. Teacher educators 

have been acquainted with the episteme conception of knowledge (Korthagen et al 

2001:24). Korthagen et al (2001) feels they have taken for granted the relation between 

theory and practice. As a result, it is hard for these educators to understand the need 

for a shift from episteme to phronesis. Eisner (2002:383) develops this concept of 

shifting even further to artistry. Artistry for educators, is concerned with “crafti(ng) 

experience by shaping the environment that teachers and students share”. He uses an 

analogy of playing in a jazz quartet as opposed to following in a marching band. In this 

sense the teacher is practical enough to know when to step in, when to improvise and 

when to bow out. Teacher education needs to go beyond scientific knowledge 

(episteme) and adopt practical reasoning (phronesis) in order to provide proper 

facilitation for language acquisition to occur among learners.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | 82 

Since education has for decades leaned heavily on objective knowledge, and theories 

that constrain the central role of the student in his/her learning, educators have not fully 

embraced the concept of subjectivity, probably due to the uniformity in educational 

standards of assessments, which teachers must account for in spite of the change to 

constructivist pedagogy (Brookes & Brookes 1999:1). However, Brookes and Brookes 

(1999) believe educators must be held accountable for learning than test results. The 

reality is, in spite of utilizing constructivist discourse in the curriculum, its implementation 

is sometimes misinterpreted by practitioners who are directly involved with students yet 

they must autonomously adjust lessons according to their professional judgement 

based on the students’ needs (Brookes & Brookes 1999:1). Educators need to 

comprehend the fundamentals of how constructivist elements improve the quality of 

language learning so that they effectively utilise these elements, in their educational 

practice.  

Teacher educators, in particular, need to recognise that student teachers need to 

personally experience the learning in order to transfer those skills to learners in their 

areas of practice (Slabbert et al 2009:108). In this sense, “students need to go beyond 

memorizing facts to understand(ing) their relationships to real-world problem contexts” 

(Innes 2004:187) in order to promote transfer. The theory-to-practice approach deprives 

the student teachers of developing a theory of learning from a practical experience. 

Educators must place thinking at the heart of the curriculum; they must require students 

to actively engage in thinking (Elder & Paul 2010:2). If practical wisdom always strives 

for the good in a situation (Halverson & Gomez 2001), educators should provide 

language learning contexts that will promote ESL acquisition. As literacy is constantly 

evolving due to the continually changing world, so should educators provide learning 

environments that will promote the acquisition of discipline-related language skills and 

lifelong learning, so that learners are better able to face the challenges of the 21st 

century and beyond.  

 

2.18 SUMMARY OF THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The literature review in this study has discussed first language and second language 

acquisition and how it relates to the immersion programmes of language learning. 

Tenets of the immersion programmes were then discussed in light of constructivist 

perspectives to learning. It concluded with a proposition that teacher educators need to 

adopt constructivist pedagogies, embed the development of the ESL in curriculum 
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content in order to contextualize the learning of ESL, and promote its acquisition, in 

order to facilitate transfer of language skills and promote lifelong learning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.18: Adapted theoretical framework (Slabbert et al 2009) 

Figure 2.18 presents the concepts utilised for the framework. The constructivist 

theoretical framework adopted for this study basically seeks to ensure that the complex 

academic language is embedded in context. Therefore, such learning should occur in 

various real-life settings of the student teachers’ diverse life contexts or experiences 

and their professional context. Some contexts may not necessarily be realistic but 

should resemble a real-life context as much as possible through simulation, use of 

 

Key concepts of the theoretical framework 

Learning in multiple settings  

and contexts 

 

Cooperative learning 

 

Assessment of learning/ 
Learning task feedback 

 

Meta-learning/Self-
regulation 

-planning 
-monitoring  
-assessing 
-evaluating 

 

- Real life learning tasks 
- World of work learning tasks 
- Hypothetical tasks 
- Pure play learning tasks 
- Students’ diverse life contexts 

 

 

Goals of cooperative 
learning 
Group composition 

- Giving recognition 
- Providing for resilience 
- Asking for clarification 
- Self answering questions 
- Requesting reflection 
- Resourcefulness 
- Auto-education 
 

- Immersion 
- Reflection 
- Construction  
- Exploration 

 

 

Problem based learning 
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hypothetical task or pure-play language tasks. The presentation of these learning tasks 

drawn from these contexts should immerse the student teachers in problem solving to 

facilitate, reflection, construction and exploration of the experience. This learning task 

can be presented to individuals or cooperative learning groups. The educator, who 

should act as a facilitator of learning, should intertwine the student teachers’ 

assessment with the learning task execution. The FOE should provide feedback that 

will prompt meta-learning actions. This learning context should provide a personal 

scaffold for the student and enforce acquisition of the academic language through self-

regulation.  

In light of the literature in this chapter, the next chapter elaborates on the research 

process that will be followed in an attempt to answer the question underpinning this 

study, which is, how constructivist discourse is utilised in teacher education. The 

research focuses specifically on how teacher educators engage student teachers in 

problem solving; an instructional approach that is deemed to engage students in meta-

learning and promote language acquisition; and how students engage in meta-learning 

to enhance their ESL. 

---oOo---  
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Chapter 3 
The research design and methodology 

 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

This research design develops out of a desire to find empirical answers to the question: 

What are the language discourse challenges in teacher education through English as 

second language? The nature of the question directs my inquiry to variables that will be 

relevant in terms of proximity with the participants and the research context. This design, 

therefore, outlines how the study was conducted and how the different variables in the 

design help to shed light on the research question (McMillan & Schumacher 2006:23). 

This chapter explains the paradigmatic assumptions informing the study, the choice of 

the research enquiry, as well as the research methods employed in gathering data that 

would address the research question underpinning it. The chapter further elaborates on 

the role of the researcher, the data analysis process, strategies for ensuring the quality 

of the research and describes ethical issues considered in the research process. 

3.2 PARADIGMATIC ASSUMPTIONS 

The paradigmatic assumptions are assumptions about the world within which the 

researcher conducts the study (Creswell 2007:37). They are lenses through which the 

researcher examines the research practice. Outlined in this chapter are ontological, 

epistemological and methodological assumptions.  

3.2.1 ONTOLOGICAL ASSUMPTIONS  

The ontological assumptions are views about the nature of being (McNiff & Whitehead 

2009:8; Creswell 2012). This assumption entails what individuals think about 

themselves and their surroundings. This includes the individuals’ values, norms and 

principles, which impact on how individuals relate with others. In the teaching and 

learning context, this relationship is between the teacher and learner and, in the context 

of this research, between the teacher educator and his/her student teachers. It pertains 

to how the teacher educator thinks and perceives the student teachers to be and how 

the student teachers think and perceive of the teacher educators. This study adopts the 

view that all individuals are peculiar. Therefore, individuals have different norms and 

values pertaining to the world. This in turn will influence their relationships and their 

judgement and actions. In the learning environment, this uniqueness will influence the 

way the teacher educator and the student teachers relate to one another. For that 
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reason, this study believes in multiple realities of individuals. These realities can be 

observed through words as presented by participants (de Vos, Strydom, Fouche & 

Delport 2011:503). Based on this view, this study sought to tap into the minds of the 

participants and explore their perceptions of ESL development as teacher educators 

and as student teachers. The study, therefore, assumes the participants’ personal 

understanding of themselves and their context in order to shed light on how their 

perceptions of LoLT influence success in learning.  

3.2.2 EPISTEMOLOGICAL ASSUMPTIONS 

Epistemological assumptions are concerned with knowledge base and how individuals 

come to know or how knowledge is acquired (Henning 2011:15; Creswell 2012). This 

study used a method that would enable direct interaction with participants because it 

believes knowledge is created by the knower based on experience and context. It is 

therefore constructivist. The epistemological assumption further influences the 

methodological preference. In fact, Henning (ibid) believes that “epistemology and 

methodology are intimately related: the former involves the philosophy of how we come 

to know the world and the latter involves the practice of coming to know and how we 

study the practice.” This study is constructivist in that it bases its assumptions on the 

fact that the student teachers are constructing knowledge rather than receiving it from 

something or someone else – an external source. Constructivist research also focuses 

on specific contexts of participants in order to understand and interpret their cultural 

settings (Creswell 2007:21). For this reason, the study explores this phenomenon, the 

language challenge discourse in the development of ESL, through the experiences of 

the student teachers and their teacher educators in their setting, in order to thoroughly 

understand how the discourse transfers to the student teachers’ learning, their 

academic success their subsequent understanding of their profession. When a 

researcher studies a phenomenon, it is not only description that is involved, but he/she 

also interprets the process to give the meaning of their lived experiences (Creswell 

2007:59). Subsequently, this study is not merely interpretive, but it is socio-

constructionist in nature. Interpretive research prioritises on collecting data to develop 

subjective understandings of individuals or groups while constructionism focuses on the 

“broader patterns of social meaning encoded in language” (Terre Blanche & Durrheim 

1999:149). A socio-constructionist perspective acknowledges that there is no objective 

judgement but perspectives are made within particular discourses. Therefore, 

constructionists aim to show how such understandings are influenced by or feed into 

larger discourses. In order to ensure an understanding of how the participants interpret 
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their strategies in the development of ESL in their context, this study emphasizes the 

participants’ language use.  

3.2.3 A METHODOLOGICAL ASSUMPTION 

A methodological assumption focuses on a belief on how things are done (McNiff & 

Whitehead 2009:8). Methodologically, this study followed the idiographic approach. 

This is an understanding of an individual as a unique whole person (Babbie & Mouton 

2006:272; Creswell 2012). In this approach each person is believed to possess unique 

characteristics. Therefore, emphasis is placed on the individual and subjective 

constructions of meaning (Diemer & Gore 2009:342; Howard & Myers 1990:227). As 

such, this study examined how teacher educators as individuals utilise constructivist 

discourse in addressing ESL proficiency and how student teachers address their ESL 

challenges within their dynamics as student teachers. 

3.3 RESEARCH DESIGN 

Based on this view about the world, the research design should allow close proximity 

between the researcher and the participants for an in-depth exploration of the subject 

of the study, which is, the utilisation of constructivist discourse in enhancing ESL 

proficiency in teacher education. For that reason, the study was a qualitative interpretive 

inquiry. Qualitative researchers seek to find out “how people do things and what 

meaning they give to their lives” (Merrian 2002:19). Subsequently, researchers 

conducting qualitative inquiry collect data from the participants’ natural setting (Babbie 

& Mouton 2001; Creswell 2007). This study was also a constructivist qualitative enquiry 

as it explored behaviour “through the eyes of the actors themselves, together with an 

emphasis on detailed description and understanding of phenomena within the 

appropriate context” (Babbie & Mouton 2001:278). In order to achieve this, a “detailed 

engagement” (ibid) with the participants, who are the student teachers and their teacher 

educators at their usual place of learning, the college, were most appropriate. A 

qualitative design is also relevant in that it is flexible to changes “where and when 

necessary” (Babbie & Mouton 2001:278). Flexibility is required where clarification on 

some aspects of data is warranted in order to gain an in-depth understanding of the 

phenomenon under study.  

3.3.1 THE RESEARCH STRATEGY 

Since this study sought to gain an understanding of the use of constructivist discourse 

to enhance ESL proficiency, particularly by teacher educators in a specific setting, it is 
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a qualitative case study research type. Yin (2009:9) contends that a case study is 

most suitable for an in-depth explanation of how or why some social phenomenon 

works. My research question focused on how a learning approach is utilised in teacher 

education; a particular setting and, therefore, most relevant for a case study research. 

“A case study examines a single instance, which could be a pupil, a class, a group, a 

school, a community or a profession to illuminate the wider population to which it 

belongs” (Basit 2003:146). In this case the study illuminates the population of higher 

education students who are speakers of English as a second language, use a second 

language as a language of learning and teaching (LoLT), had low performance grades 

in English from high school and currently are in a context where English is a second 

language to a majority of the population.  

In order to respond to the aims of researching through this strategy, a qualitative case 

study employs various aspects of the subject of the study (Slavin 2007:150). It focuses 

on one or a limited number of cases, while employing several data-gathering strategies 

(Yin 2009). This study focused on one case, the Southern Africa Nazarene University’s 

(SANU) Faculty of Education. McMillan and Schumacher (2006:27) define this focus as 

a “within-site” study as opposed to a “multisite-study” whereby several entities are 

studied. A case study is “particularistic, descriptive and heuristic” (Merrien 1998:28). It 

is ‘particularistic’ in the sense that it can focus on a specific issue or event while 

illuminating/enlightening on a general problem. It is also ‘descriptive’ owing to that it 

reveals the complexity of an event. Lastly, it is ‘heuristic’ because it provides a 

description and the background of a situation as some form of movement towards 

discovering a hidden phenomenon.  

This study is also phenomenological in the sense that it focuses on how the 

phenomenon (e.g. Creswell 2007:94) the LoLT is developed through constructivist 

approaches to learning. A phenomenological study focuses on describing a common 

phenomenon as experienced by all the participants (Creswell 2007:57) and entering 

“the world of the individual” to understand his/her perspective towards a phenomenon 

is the essence of a phenomenological study (Slavin 2007:147). The researcher 

identifies the phenomenon and proceeds to collect data from individuals who have 

experienced it in order “to develop a composite description of the essence of the 

experience for all of the individuals” (Creswell 2007:58).  
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3.3.2 THE RESEARCH SITE 

The case is a teacher training institution in Swaziland. This institution trains student 

teachers towards a three-year Primary Teacher’s Diploma. The academic staff and 

students are mainly first language speakers of the SiSwati language; the native 

language of the country, and therefore second language speakers of English. Although 

all the administration and all amenities pertaining to the learning of the students are 

provided for at the institutions’ buildings, there are no students’ residences. Students 

seek independent accommodation outside the institution. As a result, the communal 

place, for a majority of them becomes the learning institution.  

Although English is the language of teaching and learning at the institution, a credit pass 

in English is not necessarily a prerequisite for enrolling for the course. As such, most of 

the students enrol for the course after several attempts to upgrade their English and/or 

most of their high school grades. Consequently, they spend some time outside the 

formal schooling system, either upgrading some subjects or in temporary employment, 

while nursing hopes to be admitted to tertiary institutions with their low grades. Although 

this is a population of higher education ESL student teachers who experience the use 

of the second language as a language of learning and teaching, and had minimal 

performance grades in English from high school, the same language, English, is 

prescribed as the language of learning and teaching throughout the primary schools 

within Swaziland, where they are most likely to practice their professional teaching. 

Furthermore, these student teachers are presently in a context where English is a 

second language for a majority of the population; that is, both students and their teacher 

educators. This situation may seem paradoxical, but it is the reality of the students in 

the context of this research. Investigating the circumstances influencing the students’ 

academic performance prior to their enrolment at the college is beyond the scope of this 

study. However, the study explores how their experiences of learning through English 

as a second language influence their learning to become teachers who will utilise the 

same language in their practice.  

This site has been purposefully selected for its suitability and feasibility. It is suitable 

in that the student teachers are second language speakers of English and this Faculty 

trains student teachers towards a diploma in primary school teaching exclusively. It is 

also feasible in that my understanding of the socio-cultural context and my familiarity 

with the context made it possible for me to conduct the study. Although there is criticism 

on the generalizability of case studies (Slavin 2007:152), this study counters that 
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criticism through “multiple indicators from multiple sources of data” (Babbie & Mouton 

2001:280). 

3.4 ETHICAL CLEARANCE 

After securing permission from my university to engage in fieldwork, I proceeded to 

secure permission to conduct my research from the administration at my research site. 

I submitted a letter of request to the Regional Education Offices in Swaziland, where 

the learning institution is administered, and requested permission to conduct research 

at the institution, which I was duly granted. I forwarded the letter I had obtained from the 

Regional Education Office, which stated their approval of my request, to the institution’s 

administration. The institutions’ administration also granted me my request. This was a 

request to observe lessons, and engage some teacher educators and student teachers 

in my data collection exercise.  

3.5 SAMPLING PROCEDURE 

3.5.1 SAMPLING OF TEACHER EDUCATORS (FOR OBSERVATIONS, OPEN-ENDED SURVEY 

QUESTIONS AND INTERVIEWS)  

After the University administration had consented to my request I employed purposive 

sampling to select my participants. It was purposive in the sense that I had to ensure 

a representation of the range of disciplines since the same LoLT is used across 

disciplines. Following Merrien’s (2002:39) advice, the range would provide a varied 

spectrum of the institution and “present a holistic in-depth description of the total system 

or case”. I had to select student teachers who attended subjects taught by my teacher 

educator participants.  

I approached one teacher educator from each of the following subjects: Science, 

Geography, Home Economics and English, and explained my research topic to them 

individually. The explanation also included what their involvement entailed and ethical 

issues considered by the research. This explanation was accompanied by a letter of 

request, which they signed to indicate informed consent. I wished to include Agriculture 

lessons in my repertoire in order to incorporate diversity in the Sciences, but the teacher 

educator available for the subject had no lessons with first year student teachers during 

my data collection period. Therefore, I had to switch to Home Economics, as another 

subject in the Applied Sciences department. Ultimately, teacher educators were a total 

of four from the disciplines; Science, Geography, English and Home Economics. 

Although gender is not a variable in this study, I preferred a mix of gender in my 
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participants. Three of them were females and one was a male. All four teacher 

educators I approached agreed to partake in this research.  

3.5.2 SAMPLING FOR CLASSROOM LESSON OBSERVATIONS  

Purposive sampling was used for class observations. This sampling is based mainly 

on the judgement of the researcher since the participants must comprise “elements that 

contain the most characteristic, representative or typical attributes of the population that 

serve the purpose of the study best” (de Vos et al 2011:232). In the same vein, Flick 

(2009:122) suggests that purposive sampling targets a sample that will be typical for 

the phenomenon under study and convenient for the researcher to access. These class 

observations were of ESL student teachers in the first year of study since, according to 

literature (Boughey 2000; Deacon, Osman & Bulcher 2009; Gillet 2010; Lee 2007; 

Mngqwashu 2009), adjusting to learning in higher education is most challenging at the 

entry level. The choice of the subjects; namely, Science, Geography, English and Home 

Economics, was representative of each of the departments within the institution. 

Furthermore, this choice accommodates the content subjects that student teachers 

teach in their professional practice. It excludes the mainstream Education courses which 

equip the students with instructional design and theories. My choice may seem to be 

baseless considering that the instructional language, English is the LoLT across the 

disciplines. However, this exclusion was necessarily meant to focus attention on the 

subject content material which student teachers would have to translate into a practice 

theory in their professional teaching practice. This was a class of 150 ESL students who 

were training towards being primary school teachers. These students were divided into 

three groups of 50 students and taught in three separate classrooms in Science, 

Geography and Home Economics, while in English lessons they always formed one 

group. 

3.5.3 SAMPLING OF STUDENT TEACHERS (FOR OPEN-ENDED SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRES AND 

INTERVIEWS)  

Stratified random sampling was used for selecting student teachers who would 

partake in open-ended written survey questions and interviews. Although this kind of 

sampling is predominant in quantitative designs, it seemed relevant for me in this study. 

This form of sampling is mainly used to ensure that different segments of a population 

are represented (Creswell 2003:157). Furthermore, it can only be applied once the 

researcher has information about the participants (de Vos et al 2011:230). I did this 

selection after my first class observation of the four subjects. Initially, I had planned to 

engage four student participants for the survey questions, interviews and reflective 
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journals to enable an in-depth exploration of the research phenomena but I ended up 

with five.  

In my initial selection of the four students I approached students who seemed to 

participate actively in the lessons since I felt this provided some indication that they 

would provide rich data during interviews. The fifth student approached me seeking 

assistance with understanding a lesson I had just observed. Although I could not provide 

the assistance he needed I felt his participation in my study would provide rich data. 

Ultimately, I had a total of five student teachers from the observation group as 

participants for open-ended survey questions, interviews and reflective journals. 

3.6 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Creswell (2009:87) warns that researchers should anticipate ethical issues that are 

likely to surface during the course of the study. The study took cognisance of the value 

of humanity and adhered to all ethical principles as outlined in general textbooks, as 

well as general and particular policy documents and requirements of the Southern Africa 

Nazarene University and the University of Pretoria. Three important issues are 

considered in ethical awareness; informed consent, anonymity and confidentiality 

(Creswell 2009).  

3.6.1 INFORMED CONSENT 

The researcher needs to gain “informed consent from all persons who may be part of 

(the) case study by alerting them to the nature of (the) case study and formally soliciting 

their volunteerism in participating in the study” (Yin 2009:73). I obtained informed 

consent from the Regional Education Office in Swaziland, the administration of the 

learning institution and the individual participants. The Faculty administration was 

approached in writing prior to approaching the potential participants. Mouton (2005:243-

244) warns that “human subjects” must be enlightened about the aim of the study and 

“signed consent” must be obtained. All participants were informed about the objective 

of the study. All first year students at the institution formed part of my sample since they 

were taught by my educator participants. Therefore, I addressed all the students at this 

level in a lecture hall and informed them about my study and the need for them to 

participate in it. Although I could not divulge the exact phenomenon underpinning the 

study they could understand that my study related to a challenge with language. This 

was done to avoid any unnatural behaviour in the process of the study, which could 

jeopardise the validity of the research. The purposes and procedures of open-ended 

written survey questionnaires, face-to-face semi-structured interviews and reflective 
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journals were explained to participants identified to partake in those forms of collecting 

data in order to ensure informed consent. Voluntary participation was recommended to 

all the participants with an elaboration of voluntary withdrawal whenever a participant 

felt uncomfortable, or for any other reason. In addition to the verbal explanation of the 

research, all participants were handed letters which elaborated on the research. They 

read them through and signed them to indicate informed consent.  

3.6.2 CONFIDENTIALITY 

To reinforce trust and confidentiality I assured participants that information given was 

solely meant for this study (Yin 2009). This was meant to guarantee them that they 

would not be earmarked to partake in another study as a result of my study. This would 

encourage participants to freely interact with me. Furthermore, I clarified to them that 

my role was that of a researcher and I was temporarily excused from lecturing for the 

purpose of the study. Lastly, I assured them that this trust would be further enforced by 

concealing their identities in the report. 

3.6.3 ANONYMITY 

The respondents’ identities have been made anonymous through the use of letters and 

numbers (e.g., Student A when presenting interview data, Student 1 for students in 

cooperative learning groups or Educator EE for teacher educators). I avoided the use 

of pseudonyms since this would require me to have a broad repertoire of names to 

choose from in order to avoid names of classmates, in the case of student participants. 

Mouton (2005:243-244) advises that anonymity is the right of the respondent and it 

“should be respected both where it has been promised explicitly and where no clear 

understanding to the contrary has been reached.” In light of this advice this anonymity 

was applied from as early as the organization of data.  

All research activities commenced after ethical clearance from the University of Pretoria 

was granted.  

3.7 DATA COLLECTION  

In qualitative research the researchers are primary instruments for gathering data and 

analysis, therefore, “interpretations of reality are accessed directly through observations 

and interviews” (Merrien 2002:26). Data collection methods utilised in this study are 

open-ended survey questions, video-recorded observations, semi-structured face-to-

face interviews and reflective journals. These methods should allow a deeper 

understanding of how my participants enact constructivist discourse to enhance ESL 
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through direct interaction with them in their educational setting. Each of the methods 

should also enforce a reflection and an interpretation on the pragmatics of the claims 

made by participants in interview sessions. Following is an outline of the sequence of 

events in data collection: 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.7: Sequence of data collection 

 

Figure 3.7 indicates that data collection commenced with a lesson observation. It was 

necessary that all my participants became familiar with my presence as early as 

possible. Also, I had to identify student participants who could partake in the collection 

of data through the survey, interviews and reflective journals in the first lessons. After 

the first lesson my participants had to attend to the survey. Attending to the survey early 

in the data collection period would illuminate my understanding of my participants’ 

actions in the lessons. I also had to distribute the booklets early enough to allow 

adequate time for my student participants to record their attempts to overcome the ESL 

challenge, since the booklets would be collected at the end of the data collection period. 

This I did when they sat for the survey. Interviews would then feature after the last 

observation of every lesson to enable a reflection and elaboration of my participants’ 

practices in lessons observed. What follows is an elaboration of how data were 

collected. 

3.7.1 OPEN-ENDED SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRES 

Collecting data through a survey in this study may seem inappropriate for a study that 

claims to have utilised a qualitative research design since it is usually associated with 

quantitative research designs. Following de Vos et al’s (2011:186) advice, I had to find 

a way of ascertaining the extent which my participants rated and perceived of ESL 

proficiency. Therefore, this was done through utilising a simple survey questionnaire 

with a few items which would be analysed qualitatively. Perhaps an explanation of how 

the decision to utilise this method was reached is crucial.  

Considering what an ESL student must be capable of achieving when proficient in 

English, several options of assessing the students’ proficiency came to mind. I could 
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use assessment tests from the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), which 

focus on the four basic skills of language: listening, speaking, reading and writing, to 

assess this competence. I could also test the students’ English language listening skills 

provided in TOEFL online, to ascertain their proficiency in listening to a lecture. But this 

would not be their normal lecture setting. Alternatively, I would request one of their 

English language teacher educators to read to them a comprehension passage to 

ensure they heard a familiar voice, but this they would equate with an English lesson. 

Moreover, the study sought to gather their perceptions of ESL proficiency in their daily 

learning encounters across disciplines. The intention of this study was not necessarily 

to ascertain the ESL proficiency of teacher educators and student teachers – the reason 

I did not find it necessary to write an ESL proficiency test. The lack of ESL proficiency 

at tertiary level has been researched and found in many studies in this field (see 

paragraph 2.2). Furthermore, my daily observation of the ESL challenge in my practice 

and my research in my Master’s degree indicated the same. Rather the aim was to 

assess my participants’ perceived ESL proficiency and how the teacher educators were 

aware of their own and their student teachers’ ESL proficiency, and how they develop 

or address its lack in their education practices. In a qualitative study perceptions through 

a survey provide interesting data to triangulate with the main findings which are about 

utilizing constructivism to enhance the student teachers’ ESL proficiency. The main 

focus was on how the ESL proficiency can be enhanced. 

Subsequently, I designed questions to which all of my nine participants had to respond 

in writing. In this instrument, student teachers rated their skills in speaking, reading and 

writing. Following are the items in the student teachers’ survey schedule which were 

meant to address ESL proficiency. 

 

1. How would you rate your own English language proficiency? Indicate your rating with an X in the 
corresponding block for each aspect.  

 

  Low High 

Aspect 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Speaking           

Reading           

Writing           

 

2.  Describe what this rating means in practical terms (what you are capable of and what not in using 
the English language) for each aspect. 

Speaking:   
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Reading:   

  

Writing:   

  

 

3. How would you rate your lecturers’ English language proficiency? Indicate with an X in the 
corresponding block for each aspect.  

 

  Low  High 

Aspect 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Speaking           

Writing           

 

4.  Describe what this rating means in practical terms (what your lecturer is capable of in using the 
English language and what not) for each aspect. 

 

Speaking:   

  

Writing:   

  
 

 
Figure 3.7.1: Rating scale for student teachers’ ESL proficiency 

 

The above figure shows the structure of the rating scale and brief description of the 

rating, which the student teachers had to use for their ESL proficiency. They rated the 

ESL proficiency on a simple scale of 1-10. Other questions the student teachers had to 

respond to were the following: 

5. How would you describe the role of the language of teaching and learning 

(English) in your academic success? 

6. Describe the barriers you experience in your academic success that is caused 

by the language of learning and teaching (English)? 

7. What do you do to ensure that you do not experience barriers to your academic 

success that may be caused by the language of teaching and learning 

(English)? 
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8. What would you like your lecturers to do to ensure that you will not experience 

barriers to your academic success that may be caused by the language of 

teaching and learning (English)? 

The students’ teacher educators also had to rate their ESL proficiency and that of the 

students as shown in the following figure: 

1.  How would you rate your own English language proficiency? Indicate your rating with an X in the 
corresponding block for each aspect.  

  Low High 

Aspect 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Speaking           

Reading           

Writing           

 

2.  Describe what this rating means in practical terms (what you are capable of and what not in using 
the English language) for each aspect. 

 

Speaking:   

Reading:   

Writing:   

 

3. How would you rate your students’ range of English language proficiency? Indicate the lowest range 
and the highest range for each aspect with an X in the corresponding blocks for each aspect.  

  Low  High 

Aspect 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Speaking           

Writing           

 

4.  Describe what this rating means in practical terms (what your students are capable of and what not 
in using the English language) for each aspect. 

 

Speaking:   

Writing:   

 

 
Figure 3.7.1: Teacher educators’ rating scale for their personal and student 

teachers’ ESL proficiency 
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The above figure shows that teacher educators rated their students in speaking and 

writing on a scale of 1-10. I eliminated reading in the teacher educators’ evaluation of 

their students to avoid a misunderstanding with articulating words without 

comprehending. I assumed with speaking and writing the teacher educators would base 

their evaluation on their personal experiences with their students’ spoken and written 

tasks. Other questions the teacher educators had to respond to were the following: 

5. How would you describe the role of the language of teaching and learning 

(English) in the academic success of your students? 

6. How do you ensure that the language of teaching and learning (English) will 

not be a barrier to your students’ academic success? 

7. Name and describe any particular theory, method, strategy or technique that 

you have employed or are employing to ensure that the language of teaching 

and learning (English) will not be a barrier to your students’ academic success. 

If you have not employed any such particular theory, method, strategy or 

technique, just answer this question with “None”. 

These questions were geared towards the teacher educators’ perception of ESL, but 

the last two questions sought to ascertain the teacher educators’ responses to the 

students’ ESL challenges.  

A schedule of formally written responses to questions is one of the methods that are 

useful in a phenomenological study (Creswell 2007:61). Through these written survey 

questions the study’s aim was to avoid deterministic assumptions about the student 

teachers’ challenges with the instructional language. The objective was to gain tangible 

evidence from student teachers’ educators and the student teachers themselves. This 

would ascertain if both sets of participants were aware of the ESL challenges and also 

to gather how they addressed them. Their evaluation of ESL proficiency would be 

aligned with the practical application of constructivist instructional strategies in lessons 

and in the student teachers’ educational practices. Results of this data were 

fundamental in exploring further if an awareness of incompetence translates into 

relevant instructional and learning strategies to improve on learning.  

I arranged with my five student participants a time that would be suitable for all of them 

to write the survey in one room, at the same time. This would enable me to administer 

the survey without disturbing their learning and study time. Discussing their responses 

with each other would also be limited. These students gathered in a boardroom on a 

Wednesday afternoon to write this survey, on a day when no formal learning was 
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scheduled. On this day I reassured them of the confidentiality and trustworthiness 

clause mentioned prior to their signing of the letters of informed consent. I also clarified 

to them the order in which they would respond to the questions. They received each of 

the questions in a sequence after each had been completed. This was to ensure their 

utmost focus on each of the questions.  

On the contrary, teacher educators responded to the questions individually at different 

times. I had to resort to this arrangement because my data collection period coincided 

with the teaching practice exercise at the institution, whereby the teacher educators 

assess teaching practice student teachers in schools and conduct lessons to first year 

students concurrently. For that reason, they could not be all available at the same time. 

With each one of them, I reconfirmed the confidentiality and trustworthiness clause of 

the research, and explained the procedure of handing out the questions. When all 

explanation was complete I handed the questions one after the other till they had 

responded to all the questions. 

3.7.2 LESSON OBSERVATIONS 

Patton (2000) argues that in direct observation the researcher is better positioned to 

capture all activities where people interact. Observation serves as an advantage in that, 

firstly, the understanding of the context is crucial in data interpretation. Secondly, 

observation eliminates reliance on prior assumptions of what might be happening in 

reality. Thirdly, the researcher has the opportunity to note activities that might be taken 

for granted by a research assistant or might be of significance to the study. 

3.7.2.1 Phases of observation  

In my first lesson observations I had to dispense with my observation schedule because 

it proved unworkable to video-record and write on my schedule simultaneously. This 

change did not pose significant problems in terms of capturing the classroom activities 

since there were no students’ activities in the first lessons, save for the Home 

Economics lesson. However, I ensured that my video-recording captured most of the 

activities in the classroom, such as contributions and questions from students.  

I observed and personally video-recorded a total of 12 lessons in the four different 

disciplines, which were attended by all first year students (a total of 150 first year 

students) and facilitated by the four teacher educators who were participants in this 

study. Although I was not fully competent in the use of the equipment, especially in the 
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first lesson, my practical involvement in the recording enabled me to direct my attention 

to events in the classroom which could possibly answer my research question. 

Four types of observations can be used when conducting qualitative research (Maree 

2007:85; Flick 2009:223). These are a complete observer, a participant observer, an 

observer as participant and a complete participant. I assumed the role of a complete 

observer to avoid interrupting the flow of lessons and my observation. In two lessons, 

somehow, I assumed the role of an observer as participant, where I needed to enquire 

from students about their reasons for acting in particular ways during the lectures. I had 

realised the need to make this enquiry in a previous lesson on the same topic with 

another group and noted that I needed to gain better understanding of their learning 

process as they executed their learning task. This, however, was arranged with the 

teacher educator concerned prior to the enquiry. By this time the students were used to 

my presence in their lectures. Being a complete observer enabled me to record 

interesting aspects of the lectures as they occurred (Creswell 2009:179) and a full view 

of the learning process in order to determine the learning approach or strategies 

employed. These lectures would further facilitate a reflection on the actual learning 

process of the student teachers in the face-to-face interview sessions.  

3.7.3 SEMI-STRUCTURED FACE TO FACE ORAL INTERVIEWS  

Semi-structured interviews are based on the assumption that interviewees have a 

composite knowledge about the topic of the study (Flick 2009:156). “This knowledge 

includes assumptions that are explicit and immediate and which interviewees can 

express spontaneously in answering an open question” (ibid). But these assumptions 

are also complemented by implicit assumptions, which must be supported by the 

method of questioning to be articulated. Interviews are flexible and allow the researcher 

to modify questions when a need for more clarity is required (Leedy & Ormrod 

2001:196). For that reason, this form of interviewing guided the probing to direct 

participants to the research question.  

I conducted and video-recorded a total of 13 semi-structured face-to-face interviews; 

four with teacher educators and nine with student teachers. This was after the last class 

observation of each of the subjects. I would interview the teacher educator prior to 

interviewing the students. This was meant to facilitate a clearer understanding of the 

teacher educators’ intended plans for their lectures and the eventual outcomes prior to 

the students’ reactions to the lectures in interviews. Since students were not taught as 

one whole group, (except for the English lessons), I would interview students from my 

participants, who would have attended the last class observation in each of the subjects. 
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However, none of my student participants attended the last Home Economics lesson, 

which was the last lesson I observed. This was probably because it featured on the 

submission date for the students’ knitting projects. Therefore, my student participants 

were among those that were still working towards completing their projects.  

These interviews enabled my interviewees to reflect on their teaching/learning 

experiences in class and it enriched the study in identifying the student teachers’ LoLT 

challenges, while allowing the responses not to be restricted to the questions posed. 

This form of interviewing also allowed for the active participation of my interviewees 

while giving them ‘voice’ (Mouton 2005:197) in the process. For instance, I realised that 

some students could voice their preferred styles of learning even before I could question 

them on that aspect. I anticipated that teacher educators, for instance, would express 

their expectations, aspirations, interventions and limitations in the process of conducting 

their lectures without the restrictions of a structured interview protocol. Given that 

interviews “allow respondents to reflect and reason on a variety of subjects in a different 

way” (Folkestad 2008:1), my interviewees could express their feelings, decisions and 

reflections on their teaching/learning experiences. In any case, interviews were most 

relevant for my research focus since it aimed at analysing discourses. Constructionist 

approaches to research, in which discourses become the main focus, “see the interview 

as an arena within which particular linguistic patterns (typical phrases, metaphors, 

arguments, stories) can come to the fore” (Terre Blanche & Durrheim 1999:153). These 

linguistic patterns afforded the interviewer a full description of the participants’ 

construction of their reality of teaching/learning. The data provide information on the 

teacher educators’ awareness of the student teachers’ ESL challenges, their 

instructional strategies, and their justifications for preferences of certain instructional 

strategies. This in turn illuminates on the enacted strategies in lesson observations and 

provides a better understanding of how they create their reality of ESL learning 

discourse.  

3.7.4 REFLECTIVE JOURNALS 

Case study research is most popular with the use of journals (Creswell 2007:141). 

Creswell (2007) warns that the participants’ ability to write legibly should be noted by 

the researcher. Otherwise, it may not be a valuable method of collecting documented 

data. In teacher education journals have been used to promote reflective practice (Lee 

2007:321). For student teachers, in particular, they are believed to avail a space to 

reflect and ascertain connections between content and practical experiences. In this 

study, journals were used by student teachers to allow for a deeper reflection on their 
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daily learning experiences in terms of the LoLT. I secured booklets and handed them to 

the five student teachers after they had responded to the written open-ended survey 

questionnaire. These they would use to record their ESL challenges and attempts they 

made towards ensuring academic progress in light of their challenges. I collected these 

reflective journals from my participants after my last interview session with them.  

3.7.5 SUMMARY OF RESEARCH STRATEGY 

A summary of the research strategy is provided in the following table.  

Table 3.7.5: Summary of research strategy 

Date collection method Open-ended survey questions 
Video-recorded classroom 

observations 

Data collected Teacher educators’  

-  self-evaluation of ESL proficiency 

-  evaluation of their students’ ESL 
proficiency 

-  perceptions of the role of LoLT 

-  instructional strategies 

Student teachers’ 

-  self-evaluation of ESL proficiency 

-  perceptions of the role of LoLT 

Teacher educators’ teaching strategies 

Learning activities in the classroom 

Cooperative learning groups interactions  

Reasons for using the 
procedure 

To ascertain teacher educators’ 
awareness of student teachers’ ESL 
challenges, their perceptions of ESL 
proficiency, role of language in learning 
and teaching strategies 

To document student teachers’ self-
evaluation of ESL proficiency, their 
perceptions of ESL proficiency and role 
of ESL 

To record teacher educators’ teaching 
strategies and align them with 
constructivist discourse  

To document verbal and physical 
interactions in lectures and cooperative 
learning groups 

To compare observations with interview 
responses 

Contribution of data to 
sub research questions 

To document student teachers’ ESL 
proficiency 

To link student teachers’ ESL 
proficiency with utilisation of 
constructivist discourse. 

To document constructivist strategies 
utilised by teacher educators and student 
teachers 

Contribution of data to 
main research question 

To align the teacher educators and 
student teachers’ perceptions of ESL 
proficiency with their utilisation of 
constructivist discourse 

To document how 

-  teacher educators utilise 
constructivist discourse in their 
lectures and possible outcomes 

-  students teachers engage in 
constructivist learning planned by 
their teacher educators and possible 
outcomes 
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Data collection 
method 

Semi-structured interviews Reflective journals 

Data collected Teacher educators’  

- discourses on student teachers’ ESL 
challenges 

Student teachers’ meta-learning 
strategies to resolve ESL 
challenges 

 -  strategies on how to address student 
teachers’ ESL challenge 

-  reflections on their assessment 
strategies 

-  suggestions on effective methods for 
major challenges 

Student teachers’ 

-  attempts to resolve ESL challenges 

 

Reasons for using 
the procedure 

To gather direct information from 
teacher educators on: 

-  perceptions about students’ ESL 
challenges 

- instructional intervention strategies 

- their perceived effective intervention 
strategies  

To gather from student teachers’ direct 
information on: 

- their ESL challenges 

- their views on the effect of the 
strategies employed in class 

- their meta-learning strategies 

To document student teachers’  

-  meta-learning strategies 

Contribution of data 
to sub research 
question 

Teacher educator’s constructivist 
strategies in addressing students’ ESL 
challenges 

Student teachers’ meta-learning 
actions in resolving ESL 
challenges 

Contribution of data 
to main research 
questions 

 

To document teacher educators 
constructivist discourses about student 
teachers’ ESL challenges and the 
outcome of their perceived instructional 
strategies  

To document how student teachers 
engage in meta-learning to develop their 
ESL 

To record student teachers’ 
meta-learning strategies to 
address their ESL challenges 

 

 

Table 3.7.5 provides a summary of the data collection methods, the purposes of utilising 

each of the methods and the contribution of the data collected through each method 

towards responding to the sub-questions and the main question underpinning this study.  

3.8 RESEARCHER ROLE 

Merrien (2002:25) holds that the researcher is a primary instrument in qualitative 

research and, therefore, can influence the data collection process. In order to avoid any 

bias in my interpretation of the teacher educators’ participation as colleagues, and their 

students, my role as a researcher was clarified from the outset. I did not interfere in the 

progress of the lessons unless otherwise prior arrangement had been made with the 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | 104 

teacher educator concerned. I had to adopt this position upon realisation in previous 

lessons that I needed to ascertain the students’ actions in cooperative groups in order 

to enrich my data. These are instances where I felt I needed clarification from some 

students concerning their actions when executing a task. This clarification could not wait 

for the interview sessions because interviews would only feature after the last lessons. 

Moreover, I had selected only five students for interviews from the whole group; yet the 

explanations were needed in the process of executing tasks, whenever I noticed such 

was needed from any student in the whole group. Mainly, I assumed the role of a 

complete observer (Maree 2007:85). Adopting this position made my recording flexible 

enough because I could gauge activities that would provide me with the data I needed 

within the classroom (e.g., talk in cooperative learning groups) and concentrate on them. 

Although recording talk proved to be a challenge too, due to the noise from different 

groups, I still managed to capture sufficient talk from the groups. 

Functions I performed as a researcher were the following: 

 Designing data collection schedules; 

 Securing booklets which served as reflective journals for selected students; 

 Securing ethical clearance; 

 Gathering data; 

 Analysing data; and 

 Compiling a report. 

3.9 STORAGE AND ORGANISATION OF DATA 

Storage of data can be quite challenging, especially when the research involves multiple 

methods of data gathering. Flick (2009:291) contends that documenting data comprises 

three steps, which are: recording the data, editing the data and constructing a ‘new’ 

reality from the recorded text. Data is recorded in the field of research. As outlined 

earlier, data for this study was collected through open-ended survey questionnaires, 

video-recorded lesson observations, semi-structured interviews and reflective journals. 

In preparation for the storage of this recorded data I organized the data by type and 

participant. 

3.9.1 LESSON OBSERVATIONS  

After every video-recording of a lesson I transferred and saved the digital information 

onto a DVD. As such each DVD was labelled to indicate the subject contained in the 

DVD. This was done from as early as the first lesson in order to free space from the 
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memory card in preparation for the next recording. This became possible since I 

observed one lesson per day. 

3.9.2 OPEN-ENDED SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE  

After my participants had written their responses to the questions in the survey, I made 

copies for each of the scripts. This was meant to enable ease with making notes on the 

margins of the copies when analysing, without tempering with the original scripts. 

3.9.3 SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS 

Video-recordings of interviews were also saved in DVDs according to teacher educators 

or student teachers. As such every interview recorded with a teacher educator was 

transferred to an individual DVD and those for student teachers were stored according 

to subjects and labelled accordingly. 

3.9.4 REFLECTIVE JOURNALS 

After completing all the interviews I collected the journals from student teachers and 

made copies of each one of them in their raw format without typing them. This would 

enable me to inscribe my markings on the copies when analysing that data. 

3.10 EDITING OF DATA 

This stage involves preparing the data for analysis. At this stage I needed to convert the 

spoken words to typed files. I began viewing lesson observations and typing summaries 

of the lessons in order to make sense of classroom activities and instructional strategies 

relevant for my focus in this research. I had to engage in a thorough view of the lessons 

in order to gain better understanding of the ESL discourses produced from the data. 

That would form the next step in the analysis of this data. I also transcribed semi-

structured interviews with each participant, verbatim through listening and typing the 

contents in order to familiarise myself with the contents of these data.  

3.11 DATA ANALYSIS  

Analysing data involves breaking up information into usable categories, patterns, 

tendencies and relationships (Mouton 1996:108). It entails scouring the data in the most 

sensible way to you as the researcher, and makes it usable in the study. This study 

used primary data to clarify the ESL challenge discourses participants exemplified in 

their education practices. It adopted a discourse analysis of all the text, utilising 

discourse structures from various discourse contexts such as, Wegeriff and Scrimshaw 
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(1997), Wood and Kroger (2000) and Slabbert et al (2009). A discourse analysis 

seemed relevant for this study because it draws on the notion of discourse as social 

practice. The point of departure is an understanding of discourse. 

3.11.1 LANGUAGE AS DISCOURSE 

The concept of discourse arises out of social constructionism, a paradigm that views 

language as a means of constructing our reality (Terre Blanche & Durrheim 1999). 

Within the social constructionist view, language is not seen as a tool for describing an 

objective reality that is beyond human experience, but language permits us to construct 

our worldview, to represent our social reality. Gee (1996) argues that social practices in 

society produce different discourses. These ways involve peculiar ways of seeing, 

valuing and presenting knowledge in those contexts. Individuals within society exist as 

girls and boys, men and women, mothers and fathers, students and teachers, doctors 

and patients, politicians, scientists, administrators, and the list is endless. For that 

reason, language is not seen as merely a technical tool but it is influenced by prevailing 

contextual norms and principles of representing knowledge. Consequently, discourses 

are the different ways of language use in different contexts (Gee 1996). They are a way 

of representing some particular part of the world and representing it from a particular 

perspective (Fairclough 2003:129), which expresses the context from which it has been 

generated. The most distinguishing features of a discourse are, therefore, in text, 

vocabulary and the organization of the text. Discourse is, nonetheless, not confined to 

language but also incorporates semiotic structures such as signs and symbols, 

advertising images and even the organisation of space (Parker 2013:230). 

Because discourses contextualize language use, Fairclough (2003:124) contends that 

“discourses constitute part of the resources which people deploy in relating to one 

another – keeping separate from one another, cooperating, competing, dominating – 

and in seeking to change the ways in which they relate to one another”. Consequently, 

at an institutionalised level, individuals who are not familiar with a discourse may feel 

excluded from participating in that social context. Basically, discourses are 

contextualised social practices embedded in language.  

3.11.2 DISCOURSE ANALYSIS 

This study has utilised a general discourse analysis approach to analyse the data. The 

basic assumption about discourse analysis is that “talk is action”; words have a certain 

force and, therefore, they have “a perfomative quality” (Wood & Kroger 2000:91). For 

that reason, discourse analysts are concerned with what people are doing and not 
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doing, how they do it and how their actions are connected to other issues. This also 

involves taking note of absences in talk since they too may carry certain meanings 

(p136). Discourse analysis aims to make sense of language use within society in 

general and within social institutions (Gee 2008:115). For instance, language use within 

a school setting differs from its use within a family setting.  

At the onset of discourse analysis in British social psychology, the notion was that there 

is some embedded meaning beyond mere interaction that needed to be interpreted 

(Potter & Wetherell 1987). Language was seen as being constitutive of experience. 

Subsequently, discourse analysts are interested in the underlying social structures 

which may be assumed or displayed by participants in a discursive event, be it a 

conversation or a text. The concern in this study is with the strategies participants use 

when engaged in communication in order to respond to the question of how the 

discourse assists in understanding the issue under study, how individuals construct their 

versions of events and how they construct or maintain their identities (Wood & Kroger 

2000:109). Researchers, who work in the discourse analysis paradigm, seek to find the 

relationship between the text and underlying meaning in the social context. Discourse 

analysis, therefore, compels the researcher to scrutinize the generally perceived 

understanding of language and ask questions surrounding the use of that language. It 

involves scouring the data in search of multiple meanings that can be derived from the 

data, and hints to those meanings that can be drawn from the “rule-governed language 

behaviour of the participants and the way in which they make sense of their reality” 

(Henning 2004:116). The study has not adopted a critical discourse analysis approach 

(CDA) because it is not interested in power dynamics in the research context (Rogers, 

Malancharuvil-Berkes, Mosley, Hui & O'Garro 2005:369). Scholars who work within the 

CDA tradition often critique social inequalities within and between social groups as 

enacted and legitimised in texts and talk (van Dijk 1993). However, power and 

dominance in the political sense is beyond the scope of this study, therefore, this 

analysis does not follow a CDA approach. Rather, the aim of the study was to scour the 

data for the multiple meanings that participants assign to ESL challenges as reflected 

in their texts.  

3.11.3 THE ANALYSIS STRATEGY 

Discourse analysis is inexplicit about analytic procedures (Henning 2004:120). This is 

probably because discourse analysts adopt the view that there are often numerous 

versions of reality which require close focus on the way a phenomenon has been 

constructed (Potter & Wetherell 1987). Given this position, I had no predetermined idea 
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of what the nature of my participants’ reality would be in relation to the language 

challenge discourse. Since “discourse analysis focuses on language itself, and then 

language organised into higher-level forms of representation, which are then re-

described within the terms of a particular approach” (Parker 2013:229), units of analysis 

in discourse analysis may range from words, phrases, sentences, paragraphs or even 

large units of text. This study pays attention to the textual forms of the language, which 

frame the discourse (such as grammatical markers) at a syntactic level, the organization 

of the text, as well as interaction patterns to derive meanings participants make of the 

ESL challenge. Fundamentally, as an analyst, understanding the communication means 

making sense of the setting within which participants are communicating. I have also 

been cognisant of the fact that “analysis is not a matter of following rules or recipes; 

[instead], it often involves following hunches and the development of tentative 

interpretative schemes which may need to be abandoned or revised” (Wetherell & Potter 

in Wetherell, Taylor & Yates 2001:198). Based on this view, I had to incorporate different 

frames of discourse analysis in the different sets of data in order to present a composite 

result of the phenomenon underpinning this study. For instance, in lesson observations 

a focus on words and phrases could not capture interaction patterns in cooperative 

groups and other activities in the classroom. 

In the quest to find possible answers to the research question, this study has considered 

strategies of how to scour the data for discourses provided by Wood and Kroger 

(2000:91-94)  

1. When reading through the text, the analyst should consider his/her reaction to 

it and try to identify those features of the text or devices that may have caused 

that reaction. This reaction signals a possibility that something remarkable may 

be present in the text (e.g., an unsuitable form of register). 

2. The obvious should not be ignored during the initial reading because it might 

be significant in terms of understanding the participant’s point of view because 

the aim of discourse analysis is to show how the features of discourse make 

particular reactions possible.  

3. If the literal meaning of the text seems insignificant, one may consider how it 

relates to other segments. This text could be an irony, a metaphor or a tease 

when related to other sections of the discursive event. 

4. Of importance also is what has been omitted both in terms of form or content. 

In this study this can be certain disciplinary discourses pertinent to a question 

posed about students’ practical use of the language of learning and teaching.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | 109 

5. A consideration of the sequence of events at a syntactic level and in the 

organisation of the whole text may also be crucial in the interpretation of the 

text (e.g., a compliment that comes after a request). 

6. A participant may categorize an event differently in different contexts; therefore, 

comparison may also be an important analytical tool. 

7. The goal of discourse analysis is not to identify grammatical features but the 

emphasis is on the social implications of the grammatical features, such as to 

avoid agency (agent as someone who follows a plan and adheres to rules), 

devices for hedging (often used to show politeness or state provisional claims 

e.g., might, maybe, could, probably), conditionals (e.g., if, when) prepositions, 

etc. Identification of specific grammatical text is not always applicable in this 

study. 

8. There may not always be appropriate terms available for this kind of analysis 

but the analyst needs to interpret the data systematically as in any analysis. 

Similarly, Van Dijk (2006:115) advises that general properties of language and 

discourse are not necessarily ideologically inclined but systematic discourse 

analysis can afford researchers a powerful approach to study how individuals 

represent their world. 

Following the aforementioned advice, firstly, I identified phrases, sentences, paragraphs 

and large chunks of discourse, which carried the essence of the response given. For 

instance, in questions about the participants’ understanding of ESL proficiency, I had to 

identify the most relevant text that described the participant’s basis for assigning a 

particular rate for his/her ESL proficiency.  

I then used the participants’ identified text or concept from literature to create codes.  

Thirdly, the codes were then analysed interpretively against each other in order to trace 

similarities and differences in behaviours and opinions presented by the individuals to 

create categories where applicable. Given that this study uses a theoretical framework 

from constructivist approaches to learning to investigate how ESL challenge discourses 

are reflected in teacher education; some categories were derived from constructivist 

literature. Constructivism as a theory of learning has discrete concepts, which can be 

identifiable within the discursive practices of participants and reflect how the participants 

enact constructivist practices in their teaching/learning.  

Fourthly, since discourse analysis focuses on social functions, it is often not necessarily 

concerned with interrelated categories like other qualitative approaches (Wood & 
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Kroger 2000:28). Nonetheless, I then collapsed categories to create themes where 

applicable, following Parker’s (2013:229) advice that themes “can be articulated with an 

approach to discourse, and then could almost take form as a kind of ‘discourse analysis’ 

when it is used to accumulate and group a meaningful set of statements, metaphors, or 

images around a particular topic”.  

Lastly, I focused closely on the identified words and phrases within each segment of 

coded text to identify them (where possible) and the meanings participants attach to the 

discourse. This step provided the interpretation section of the data. Through this 

interpretation a richer explication of consistencies and inconsistencies and validation of 

participants’ discourses becomes evident. This was a step towards crystallising results 

from all participants in order to illuminate on the general findings in the research context. 

The concept of crystallisation carries the essence of “far more than three sides from 

which to approach the world” (Merrian 2002:26) as opposed to ‘triangulation’. It is for 

that reason that Post-modern researchers prefer the term ‘crystallisation’ because it 

provides a deeper understanding of phenomena under study.  

3.11.4 ORGANISATION OF ANALYSIS PRESENTATION 

In order to organize the presentation of the data and discussion, the study utilized the 

three levels of presentation drawn from Fairclough’s (1989) critical discourse analysis 

(CDA), which are a description, an interpretation and an explanation. Adopting the CDA 

framework does not suggest an inclination towards explaining power dynamics, which 

may prevail in the research context since CDA hinges on that political stance. The 

framework solely serves to organise the discourse analysis presentation. The three 

sections of the adopted framework comprise the following: 

a) Description 

These are the structural or formal properties of the text, which include a range of 

linguistic and non-linguistic features. Such textual features comprise vocabulary, 

grammar, punctuation, turn-taking, direct and indirect speech, metaphors, irony and 

other figurative forms of language. Non-linguistic features are ways in which words or 

sentences of a text are uttered; that is, their pitch, loudness, stress, the way in which 

the speaker hesitates and pauses, as well as repetitions. These signals direct the 

analyst to how the speaker or writer views the world (things, ideas, people), perceives 

of the context, the recipient, as well as the kind of person he/she perceives of 

himself/herself in the communication (Fairclough 1989).  
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b) Interpretation 

This is the relationship between the text and interaction or the process of production. It 

considers the meanings that can be assigned to the identified text. Interpretations are 

generated by an interplay of the cues presented by the text at the descriptive level and 

the interpreter’s background assumptions about the discourse. Consequently, 

familiarization with the context of the participants and the language of the 

communication is a valuable attribute in discourse analysis. This interpretation can take 

the form of how participants position themselves; e.g., a teacher educator can use the 

word ‘kids’ in reference to student teachers. Participants may display discourse that 

categorises them in certain identities, and others may claim to be merely passing on the 

views of others. Interpretation of the text should inform the study about the identities 

enacted by teacher educators, which may impact on their utilization of constructivist 

instructional strategies or influence a learning activity, which affords a rich learning 

environment for ESL acquisition. It should further provide insights into identities student 

teachers may confine themselves in and constrain them from reaching their full learning 

potentials.  

c) Explanation 

This is the relationship between the interaction and the social context. It looks at social 

determinants that are likely to have shaped the discourse, ideologies supported or 

opposed by the discourse and the possible effects of the discourse on recipients. In the 

case of my study, the theoretical framework of this study, constructivism, provides the 

ideologies and concepts against which the findings are related.  

The description and the interpretation of the data are provided in the data presentation 

section of the study. Although qualitative studies often use descriptions in the form of 

narratives to present data, Wang and Park (2016:252) advise that tables and graphs 

can be used to illustrate excerpts from participants, categories and themes drawn from 

the data, which is the case in this study. The explanation, however, is provided in the 

discussion of the findings of the study, where the ideologies from the literature study or 

social determinants are brought into play.  

3.11.5 SEQUENCE OF DATA PRESENTATION 

The data presentation has been organised in sections to enable ease with 

understanding the findings of the study. As such, some sections have data from more 

than one method of data collection. For instance, data obtained from questions utilised 

in open-ended questionnaires, which had to be repeated in interviews to enrich the data, 
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are presented in one section. The sequence of data presentation is provided in the next 

sections.  

3.11.5.1 Assessment of perceived ESL proficiency (Open-ended survey 

questionnaire) 

This data focused on the student teachers’ self-assessment of their ESL proficiency, the 

teacher educators’ self-assessment of their ESL proficiency and their assessment of 

their students’ ESL proficiency. In this data I began with analysing my participants’ 

ratings of ESL proficiency on a scale of 1-10 provided in the survey questionnaire. I 

documented the student teachers’ rates separately from their educators’ rates. This was 

followed by an analysis of my participants’ explication of their ESL proficiency rating. I 

began with an explication of the student teachers’ self-evaluation, followed by the 

teacher educators’ self-evaluation and, lastly, it was the teacher educators’ evaluation 

of their students’ ESL proficiency. For each of the responses that were in brief text form 

I identified the most text within the explanations that carried the essence of their basis 

for ESL rating through highlighting them in bold, selected the text that signified the 

participants’ basis for ESL rating, and collapsed these texts to form categories and 

themes. I provide an example for this in the table below: 

Table 3.11.5.1: Example of analysis for ESL proficiency explication 

Student 
teacher 

Student teacher’s explanation Basis for ESL rating Category Theme 

Student A I’m capable of speaking the 
language since I have 
experience not in school, even 
abroad, a lot of things have 
pushed me to that 

… I have experience 
not in school, even 
abroad, a lot of things 
have pushed me to that 

Communication 
through ESL  

Practice 
enhances ESL 
proficiency 

Student B The environment is not of English 
speakers so the lack of practice 
cause me not to be 100%. 

…the lack of practice 
cause me not to be 
100%. 

Lack of practice 
in ESL  

Student C Most of the time I use my 
mother language to 
communicate so my English 
speaking is not fluently. 

…Most of the time I use 
my mother language to 
communicate 

Lack of practice 
in ESL 

 

Table 3.11.5.1 indicates the student teacher’s explication of the ESL rating in the second 

column. The bold text carries the essence of the explication. This text has been selected 

in the next column. The third column shows the category into which the text in the 

second column belongs. The last column shows the theme.  
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3.11.5.2 Other baseline questions regarding ESL proficiency as LoLT (Open-

ended survey questionnaire and semi-structured interviews)  

This section incorporates data sourced from the following questions in the survey 

questionnaire: 

 To the student teachers 

5. How would you describe the role of the language of teaching and learning 

(English) in your academic success? 

6.  Describe the barriers you experience in your academic success that is caused 

by the language of learning and teaching (English)? 

 To the teacher educators 

5. How would you describe the role of the language of teaching and learning 

(English) in the academic success of your students? 

6. How do you ensure that the language of teaching and learning (English) will 

not be a barrier to your students’ academic success? 

7. Name and describe any particular theory, method, strategy or technique that 

you have employed or are employing to ensure that the language of teaching 

and learning (English) will not be a barrier to your students’ academic success. 

If you have not employed any such particular theory, method, strategy or 

technique, just answer this question with “None”. 

Data for this section were analysed in a similar manner as example 3.1.5.2 above. 

3.11.5.3 Student teachers’ strategies for resolving ESL challenges (Semi-

structured interviews) 

This section incorporates data on how student teachers resolve ESL challenges and 

their proposed strategies to address the ESL challenges. 

In preparation for the analysis I read the transcripts repeatedly, taking note of linguistic 

and non-linguistic expressions, figurative language and the organisation of text that 

presented a special significance in the language challenge discourse within the 

interview and the research context. I then organised each transcript into a table with 

three columns in a Microsoft Word program. The first column had the transcript where I 

would indicate my description by underlining the text. The second column showed a 

code drawn from the participant’s text or a personally generated code representing the 
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text. In the third column I collapsed the codes to form categories and the last column 

indicates the theme of the discourse and the marked text. The following example shows 

the analysis process of the interviews: 

Table 3.11.5.3: Example of analysis process of semi-structured interviews 

Extract Code Category Category/Theme 

Extract on strategy to resolve ESL challenge 

Student B: I would try and ask my 
friends again, ‘What is she saying; what 
is she trying to explain to me?’ 

Student A: …maybe next to my 
neighbour whether he or she has 
understood something. 

…ask my friends again 

…maybe next to my 
neighbour 

Clarification from 
peers in class 

Peer support 

Student A: I used to consult from those 
lecturers there or get help from the 
students there then we go for the 
library and research on those terms.  

…get help from the 
students there then we 
go for the library 

Peer assistance to 
access other 
libraries 

Student D: Also my peers can help me in 
this one I guess ‘coz I don’t think I would 
be the only one having the problem… So 
when I ask some will say it out ‘I also 
had the same problem and I solved it 
this way’.  

…when I ask some will 
say it out ‘I also had the 
same problem and I 
solved it this way’ 

Peer advice 

 

Student E: … we were engaged in a 
classroom discussion. So, when you 
discuss you get to get what someone 
else has to say, his point of view and 
then try to compare it with what you 
have and then finally come up with 
something that is common or something 
that will be of great help to you.  

…when you discuss 
you get to get what 
someone else has to 
say, his point of view 
and then try to compare 
it with what you have 

Interaction in 
discussion groups  

 

Student D: I used SiSwati when we 
were discussing with my colleagues 
not with the lecturer. 

…used SiSwati when 
we were discussing 
with my colleagues 

Code-switching in 
discussion groups 

 

Table 3.11.5.3 shows the first column with excerpts from transcripts. The words and 

phrases in bold describe the text and carry the essence of the interpretation of the text. 

In the second column the text has been used to create a code, which is directly from 

the participant’s text. The next column shows the category and the last column shows 

the theme.  

3.11.5.4 Meta-learning actions (Reflective journals)  

I read the data from the journals repeatedly to get a sense of the contents. These data 

entries differed slightly from the other data sets in that students recorded specific ESL 
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challenges, but they converged with discourses identified in the survey and interviews. 

At this stage most of the discourses identified in previous data sets were applicable. 

Although I had made copies of the journals to work on, it seemed unworkable to use the 

photocopied text. I typed the data in a table in a Microsoft Word processing programme. 

The first column had the typed data. At this stage I was mainly interested in the student 

teachers’ meta-learning actions. In the second column I coded interventions/meta-

learning actions evident in the data that the student teachers engaged in to resolve their 

ESL challenges. These meta-learning actions were further categorised according to 

their similarities to form categories and themes. I had to reassess the data to identify 

text that carried the essence of the discourse conveyed in the theme. I give an example 

of this process in the following table: 

Table 3.11.5.4: Example of analysis process of reflective journals 

Excerpt from reflective journal Code Category Category/theme 

… we then formed groups and 
understood it better. 

We then formed 
groups 

Cooperative 
learning groups 

Peer support 

Students must be given a poem to work 
on in groups. 

Students must work 
on in groups 

I went to another University for help from 
friends. 

Help from friends Peer support 

I never knew a dictionary can teach me 
how to pronounce some words, a friend 
taught me how to use a dictionary 

A friend taught me 

 

Table 3.11.5.4 shows the first column with the student teacher’s entry in the journal. The 

words and phrases in bold describe the action undertaken by the student to resolve the 

ESL challenge or carries the essence of the action. In the second column the text has 

been used to create a code which is directly from the participant’s text. The next column 

shows the category and the last column shows the theme.  

3.11.5.5 Teacher educators’ instructional strategies to address student teachers’ 

ESL challenges (Semi-structured interviews) 

Data for this section were analysed in a similar manner as paragraph 3.11.5.3. 
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Table 3.11.5.5: Example of analysis process of semi-structured interviews 

Excerpt from transcript Code Category Theme 

…after teaching a particular 
concept …you know…practicals 
may have to follow.  

…practicals may 
have to follow.  

Real life experience 
follows theory 

Use of real-life 
experience 

Before even explaining and 
reading line by line I had to make 
some kind of a picture for them to 
sort of understand this kind of such 
traditional, African traditional 
beliefs…. 

I had to make some 
kind of a picture 

Use of real life 
experience as reference 

If I am talking about displacement I 
will get the brick and place it in 
the water 

I will get the brick and 
place it in the water  

Use of real-life 
experience to 
demonstrate 

 

Table 3.11.5.5 above shows the first column with excerpts from transcripts. The words 

and phrases in bold describe the text and carry the essence of the interpretation of the 

text. In the second column the text has been used to create a code which is directly 

from the participant’s text. The next column shows the category and the last column 

shows the theme.  

3.11.5.6 Observation of teacher educators’ education practices (Audio-visual 

recording of lectures) 

This section is presented in two sections; lesson summaries and cooperative learning 

groups 

 Lesson summaries 

Video recordings from lesson observations were viewed after each lesson observation 

within the data collection period (Creswell 2003). Through this viewing I could familiarize 

myself with the classroom activities and teacher-learner interactions and try to make 

sense of them. Discourse analysis in these lesson observations presented a challenge 

in that the lessons, were teacher-dominated, with the first Home Economics lesson 

partially involving a practical activity. The rest mainly involved cooperative learning 

groups. Data analysis in this section, therefore, adopted different forms. Consequently, 

I present summaries in most of the lessons, which take the form of content analysis and 

I also present the discourse in the interactions sourced from the cooperative learning 

groups. I explain each data analysis approach under each section before presenting the 

data. From the data I wanted to make sense of the instructional strategies employed 

and document constructivist strategies. At this stage I was mainly interested in how the 
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teacher educators utilised students’ real-life experiences, how they offered feedback 

(which proved to be very challenging because of the noise from the group discussions) 

and how they engaged students in cooperative learning to determine if the management 

of the constructivist strategy afforded a learning environment that could promote 

acquisition of ESL. Analysing classroom interaction is often concerned with ways in 

which the interaction promotes cognitive development or interaction as social practice 

(Adger 2003:512). It is based on that teacher talk is often dominant in traditional 

classroom settings (Wegerif & Scrimshaw 1997). In the context of this study, teacher-

learner talk or feedback should foster interdependency in group discussions, promote 

negotiation of meaning among learners and enforce meta-learning, which should 

facilitate acquisition of ESL.  

 Cooperative learning groups 

I also transcribed student teachers’ interaction patterns in some cooperative learning 

groups in each of the lessons. A focus on peer-peer interaction patterns in the lessons 

observed aimed to explore and document talk that promotes negotiation of meaning 

and interdependence (Wegerif & Scrimshaw 1997) to develop ESL. It focused 

specifically on exploratory talk since this kind of talk promotes knowledge construction 

through negotiation of meaning. I recorded dialogues and documented how 

interlocutors challenged each other’s claims, especially where the language of learning 

and teaching presented a challenge, such as disciplinary terminology.  

3.11.5.7 Conclusion 

The entire chapter is concluded in this section. 

 

3.12 QUALITY CRITERIA OF STUDY 

Yin (2009:40) holds that “the quality of any empirical social research” is measured 

“according to certain logical tests”. In order to ensure quality in this study, credibility, 

transferability, dependability and researcher bias have been considered.  

3.12.1 CREDIBILITY 

In qualitative research researchers are primary instruments for data collection and 

analysis procedure, thus credibility is believed to be strong (Merrien 2002:25). Credibility 

seeks to ensure that participants’ views are correctly represented by the researcher (de 
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Vos et al 2011:420). I, therefore, used member checking to verify with my participants 

if my interpretation of their experiences was truthful. This I did with the transcripts from 

interviews. I sent copies of the interview transcripts to each of my participants to verify 

if my recorded interview was a true representation of what they had presented. Merrien 

(2002:26) contends that participants should be able to “recognize their experiences” 

even if the researcher has not used their exact statements. Some may elaborate on 

their understanding so that the researcher captures the essence of their standpoints. 

This study has also crystallized the data from the collection methods employed. This 

means data from open-ended survey questions, classroom observations, interviews 

and reflective journals were checked against each other for similarities and 

incongruence.  

3.12.2 TRANSFERABILITY 

This is the extent to which findings can apply in a different context. In case study 

research transferability is a critical aspect (Yin 2009). The basis of this contention is the 

narrow focus of this type of research in terms of site. However, this can be counter-

acted through a “rich thick description” and “maximizing variation” (Merrien 2002:29). 

This study provides a rich thick description of the context and of participants so that 

readers can “determine how closely their situations match (that of the study), and thus 

whether findings can be transferred” (ibid). 

3.12.3 DEPENDABILITY 

In this aspect the researcher tries to justify the extent to which research findings will 

remain the same if the same study would be repeated (Merrien 2002:27). In qualitative 

interpretive research the assumption is that the social world is always being constructed 

(de Vos et al 2011:421). Although this study uses more than one data-gathering 

strategy, participant effects, contextual factors and context effects may not be 

consistent. My ontological assumption stated in this study specifies a belief in 

individuals’ multiple realities. These realities may not be static and, therefore, change 

results of subsequent studies. As individuals reflect on their practices, changes are 

inevitable, especially when improvement is the goal. Nonetheless, the data collected 

through the different methods and crystallised, should strengthen the trustworthiness of 

the findings in this study. 
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3.12.4 RESEARCHER BIAS 

I was aware of that as a teacher educator at the same research context I had my own 

perceptions and values about the research phenomenon. Therefore, I had to guard 

against any bias in my interpretation of responses and observations. Consequently, I 

constantly checked for incongruence and similarities in the different data sets.  

 

3.13 A SUMMARY OF THE RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

A summary of the research design and methodology as presented in the chapter is 

provided in this table: 

Table 3.13: Summary of research methodology 

Assumptions 

Ontological Multiple realities 

Epistemological Constructivist and socio-constructionist  

Methodological Idiographic approach 

Research design 

Approach Qualitative 

Strategy Case study 

Research site A teacher training institution in Swaziland 

Selection of participants 

Purposive sampling Four teacher educators from four different disciplines 

One class of first year student teachers taught by the teacher educators 
for class observation (150 students). 

Stratified random sampling Five student teachers from the same class for open-ended survey 
questionnaires, semi-structured interviews and reflective journals 

Data collection methods 

Open-ended survey questions, Face to face individual semi-structured interviews, Video recorded lesson 
observations and Reflective journals 

Data analysis and interpretation 

Discourse analysis (Slabbert et al 2009; Wegerif & Scrimshaw 1997; Wood & Kroger 2000) 

Quality criteria 

Credibility Crystallization, member checking 

Transferability Crystallization & Rich thick description 

Dependability Crystallization 

Researcher bias Crystallization & multiple sources 

Ethics  

Informed consent, Confidentiality, Anonymity, Trust. 
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3.14 SUMMARY 

This chapter has detailed the qualitative research design adopted for this study utilizing 

a case study strategy. Research assumptions provided alert the reader to the 

perspective of the design. Sampling procedures, data collection methods and 

procedures were explained to present a composite picture of data collection. This led to 

a detailed account of the data editing and analysis process, which lies within the socio-

constructionist paradigm. This should enable the reader to understand how the raw data 

was scoured and interpreted to answer the study’s phenomenon. The next chapter 

presents the data and the findings thereof. 

---oOo--- 
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          Chapter 4 

Data presentation and interpretation 

 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

In the previous chapter I outlined the research design, the data collection and analysis 

procedure adopted in this study. In this chapter I present the collected data and the 

interpretation of the data according to the data analysis. In table 4.1 I indicate the 

sequencing of the data presentation and interpretation and then provide the 

corresponding paragraph in Chapter 3 for convenient referencing by the reader if and 

when necessary.  

Table 4.1:  Sequence of data presentation 

Data collection 
method 

Participants Data presented 
Data analysis 
in Chapter 3 

Open-ended survey 
questionnaire 

Assessment of perceived ESL proficiency Paragraph 
3.11.5.1. 

Student teachers Self-evaluation of ESL proficiency 

Data interpretation 

Teacher educators Self-evaluation of ESL proficiency 

Evaluation of student teachers’ ESL 
proficiency 

Data interpretation 

Open-ended survey 
questionnaire  

Other baseline questions Paragraph 
3.11.5.2. 

Student teachers Role of LoLT in learning 

Interpretation 

Teacher educators Role of LoLT in learning 

Interpretation 

Paragraph 
3.11.5.2. 

Semi-structured 
interview & Open-
ended survey 
questionnaire 

Student teachers  Strategies to resolve ESL challenges  

Interpretation 

Paragraph 
3.11.5.3. 

Reflective journals Meta-learning actions  

Interpretation 

Paragraph 
3.11.5.4.  

Semi-structured 
interviews 

Teacher educators Instructional strategies 

Interpretation 

Paragraph 
3.11.5.5.  
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Lesson observations Teacher educators and 
student teachers 

Observation of teacher educators’ 
education practices  

Lessons 

Paragraph 
3.11.5.6. 

Student teachers Cooperative learning groups 

Interpretation 

  Conclusion   

 

Table 4.1 shows the sequence of the data presentation and the corresponding 

paragraphs in Chapter 3, where an elaborate explanation of the analysis process is 

provided. As mentioned in Chapter 3, (paragraph 3.11.4), this presentation is organized 

into three levels. For each section of a paragraph I provide a description of the data in 

tables, and then give an interpretation of the data given. I will then provide an 

explanation of the data in the discussion of findings. Following is a presentation of the 

data which is provided in sections. 

4.2 ASSESSMENT OF PERCEIVED ESL PROFICIENCY RATING (OPEN-

ENDED SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE)  

As stated earlier on in chapter 3, in this study the participants’ actual ESL proficiency 

was not the main focus, but rather the participants’ perceptions of ESL proficiency. The 

reason was that the lack of ESL proficiency at tertiary level has been researched and 

found in many studies in this field (see paragraph 2.2). That literature provided enough 

evidence of the need to explore the use of some different learning approaches to 

enhance ESL development. The data obtained from this method served to provide a 

background of the ESL proficiency in this research context and ascertain if the 

participants were aware of their ESL proficiency in order to understand how they 

develop or address its lack in their education practices. Although this is a qualitative 

study the survey data was triangulated with the main findings on the utilization of 

constructivist discourse to enhance the student teachers’ ESL proficiency.  

As a form of baseline data, I, therefore, compiled a simple combined quantitative rating 

and qualitative open-ended survey questionnaire my participants had to complete at the 

beginning of this study. My participants responded to the questionnaire after the first 

lessons I observed with each of the four teacher educators. The questionnaire 

requested them to rate these respective ESL proficiencies on a scale from 1 to 10 

(where 1 is the lowest and 10 the highest) in the domains of speaking, reading and 

writing of their own proficiency and only speaking and writing of the others’ ESL 

proficiency. In this study an average rating refers to the 10 point scale used by the 

participants.  I avoided a rating of the participants’ reading by the others since it could 
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be misconstrued for proper enunciation of words without understanding. Since these 

data were obtained from a simple rating scale and with a few participants, within the 

context of this study there was no necessity for statistical analysis. In this section I 

present the data gathered from these questionnaires.  

4.2.1 STUDENT TEACHERS’ SELF-ASSESSMENT OF THEIR PERCEIVED ESL PROFICIENCY 

A total of five student teacher participants responded to the survey questionnaire (ref. 

3.11.5.1). These participants are distinguished by using letters of the alphabet as 

identifiers (Student A, Student B, Student C, Student D and Student E). Following is a 

presentation of data from the rating of the student teachers’ own ESL proficiency: 

4.2.1.1 ESL proficiency rating data 

The student teachers’ personal ESL proficiency rates are presented in a table and a 

graph for a clearer presentation, as shown immediately below: 

Table 4.2.1.1: Student teachers’ evaluation of their own ESL proficiency  

Student 

Student teacher’s 
speaking 

(1-10) 

Student teacher’s 
writing 

(1-10) 

Student teacher’s 
reading 

(1-10) 

Student A 8 5 9 

Student B 7 5 8 

Student C 5 7 7 

Student D 8 6 7 

Student E 5 7 8 

 

A graphical presentation of the above rating follows: 

 

Figure 4.2.1.1: Student teachers’ self-evaluation of ESL proficiency 
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Table 4.2.1.1 and Figure 4.2.1.1 indicate student teachers’ ratings in the three language 

skills: in speaking, writing and reading are on average and above average of the rating 

scale provided. None of the student teachers had a rate that was below average. 

Student teachers were also requested to provide a reason (justification) for the rating 

they had indicated in each domain, by explaining the rating proficiency in a practical 

way. The data gathered from the explanations are provided in the next paragraph. 

4.2.1.2 ESL proficiency rating explication data 

I have taken the complete response of each student teacher and identified the essence 

of the reason that the student teacher provided as the basis for his/her ESL rating. I 

have identified these in bold in the first column. I then created the second column for all 

these (distinctive and distinguishable) reasons of all the student teachers for each 

aspect (speaking, writing and reading) of ESL proficiency. I collated these reasons and 

identified categories and themes through relating the text to concepts in ESL literature 

in the literature review. I present a table for each of the three aspects: speaking, writing 

and reading for all the five student participants and at the end I present the themes from 

all the aspects in a table and provide an interpretation of the identified themes. 

Table 4.2.1.2: Student teachers’ explication of their self-evaluation in speaking  

Student 
teacher 

Student teacher’s 
explanation 

Basis for ESL rating Category Theme 

Student A I’m capable of speaking the 
language since I have 
experience not in school, 
even abroad, a lot of things 
have pushed me to that 

… I have experience 
not in school, even 
abroad, a lot of things 
have pushed me to that 

Communication 
through ESL  

 

Practice 
enhances ESL 
proficiency 

 

Student B The environment is not of 
English speakers so the lack 
of practice cause me not to 
be 100%. 

…the lack of practice 
cause me not to be 
100%. 

Lack of practice in 
ESL  

Student C Most of the time I use my 
mother language to 
communicate so my English 
speaking is not fluently. 

…Most of the time I use 
my mother language to 
communicate 

Lack of practice in 
ESL 

Student D The capability that I express 
(speak) myself in English is 
much than when I express 
myself in writing 

…I express (speak) 
myself in English … 
much than when I 
express myself in 
writing 

Speaking is better 
than writing 

Writing is the 
most 
challenging skill  
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Student E I can speak in the language 
but not as I might be 
expected due to the fact that 
it is a second language. 

…not as I might be 
expected due to the 
fact that it is a second 
language. 

Student teachers’ 
perceived pre-
disposition as ESL 
students 

Perceived pre-
disposition as 
ESL speakers 
impacts on 
proficiency 

 

Table 4.2.1.2: Student teachers’ explication of their self-evaluation in writing  

Student 
teacher 

Student teacher’s 
explanation 

Basis for ESL rating Category Theme 

Student A Although I try reading and 
speaking but the writing 
aspect of it is tough for 
me, maybe I failed to get 
good foundation. 

…I try reading and 
speaking but the writing 
aspect of it is tough for 
me… 

Writing is the most 
challenging skill  

Writing is the 
most 
challenging skill  

Student B I cannot express myself in 
English because of most of 
the terms I do not know yet 
I like using them. 

…most of the terms I 
do not know 

Lack of 
understanding 
vocabulary 

Understanding 
vocabulary 
enhances 
proficiency 

Student C Since this is my second 
language I sometimes make 
grammatical mistakes in my 
writing. 

Since this is my second 
language  

Student teachers’ 
perceived pre-
disposition as ESL 
students 

Perceived pre-
disposition as 
ESL speakers 
impacts on 
proficiency 

Student D I find it more difficult when 
expressing myself in the 
form of writing because of 
spelling mistakes and 
punctuation.  

I find it more difficult 
when expressing 
myself in the form of 
writing… 

Writing is the most 
challenging skill  

Writing is the 
most 
challenging skill  

Student E I can write English but make 
grammatical mistakes in 
spelling and also lack of 
fundamental vocabulary. 

…make grammatical 
mistakes… 

…lack of fundamental 
vocabulary 

Inappropriate 
grammatical 
structures 

Lack of 
vocabulary 

Grammatical 
errors impede 
ESL proficiency 

Understanding 
vocabulary 
enhances 
proficiency 

 

Table 4.2.1.2: Student teachers’ explication of their self-evaluation in reading 

Student 
teacher 

Student teacher’s 
explanation 

Basis for ESL rating Category Theme 

Student A Reading novels, newspapers 
have made me capable of 
reading and also enjoyable to 
me. This also had pumped me 
in speaking the language.  

Reading novels, 
newspapers have 
made me capable of 
reading… 

Practice impacts 
on ESL 
proficiency 

Practice 
enhances ESL 
proficiency 

Student B I like reading when I have to 
but that does not mean I 

…that does not mean 
I always read all the 

Practice on 
specific material 
develops ESL 

Practice 
enhances ESL 
proficiency 
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always read all the time 
because of too much work. 

time because of too 
much work. 

Student C Almost all the text I use to 
read is in English. Sometimes I 
need a dictionary because 
English is a second 
language to me.  

…English is a second 
language to me. 

Student teachers’ 
perceived pre-
disposition as ESL 
students 

Perceived pre-
disposition as 
ESL students 

Student D I do a lot of reading and still 
cannot be perfect at the 
language since it’s not my 
first language. 

…still cannot be 
perfect at the 
language since it’s 
not my first language 

Student teachers’ 
perceived pre-
disposition as ESL 
students 

Perceived pre-
disposition as 
ESL speakers 
impacts on 
proficiency 

Student E This means that I can read 
any piece of writing but lack 
understanding of certain 
words. 

…lack understanding 
of certain words. 

Lack of 
understanding 
vocabulary 

Understanding 
vocabulary 
enhances 
proficiency 

 

Table 4.2.1.2: Themes per aspect of student teachers’ explication of personal 
rating 

Theme Speaking Writing Reading 

Practice enhances ESL proficiency √ X √ 

Perceived pre-disposition as ESL speakers 
impacts on proficiency 

√ √ √ 

Understanding vocabulary enhances proficiency X √ √ 

Writing is the most challenging skill  √ √ X 

Grammatical errors impede ESL proficiency X √ X 

 

4.2.1.3 Data interpretation 

4.2.1.3.1 Student teachers’ self-evaluation of ESL proficiency 

The student teachers’ personal rating of ESL proficiency in all the three language 

aspects is mainly above average and, therefore, indicative of that they considered 

themselves proficient enough in all the three language skills. Following is an 

interpretation of the explanation they provided for the rates they assigned. 

4.2.1.3.2 Student teachers’ explication of ESL rating 

In this section I interpret the data according to the themes that emerged from it as 

presented in the tables. 
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a) Practice enhances ESL proficiency (speaking and reading) 

The phrases “I have experience not in school…even abroad” and “a lot of things have 

pushed me” (Student A) indicates that he frequently communicates in English even 

beyond the formal learning context. Frequency of practice is also indicated in the 

phrases “lack of practice” (Student B) to signify why she could not assign herself the full 

rate, “most of the time” (Student C) to show that she often communicates in her native 

language and, therefore, she lacks practice in English. The lack of time for practice is 

however attributed to “too much work” (Student B), which may imply she feels only 

specific material develops ESL. According to the data, practice in ESL seems to be a 

contributory factor in the speaking and reading aspects, and writing was excluded. 

However, the student teachers all assigned themselves scores that are above average, 

whether or not they engaged in practice.  

b) Perceived pre-disposition as ESL speakers impacts on proficiency 

(speaking, writing and reading) 

In all the aspects the theme of being ESL students is evident in the student teachers’ 

data. Student C stated that “almost all the text…” she read was in English, but her 

challenge with vocabulary and grammar persisted since “English is a second language” 

to her. Similarly, student D wrote “I do a lot of reading…” to indicate that she devoted 

her time to reading but “…still cannot be perfect…” because English is “…not [my] first 

language.” Student E also included the phrase “…but not as I might be expected…” 

which suggests that he is comfortable with his proficiency but equally aware of the 

discourse that is expected of him at an academic institution. By implication, these 

student teachers felt the rate they awarded themselves in speaking, writing and reading 

indicated their optimal ESL proficiency level as ESL students, owing to their pre-

disposition as non-native speakers of English. Their rates are, however, on average and 

mainly above average. 

c) Understanding vocabulary enhances proficiency (writing and reading) 

The student teachers’ lack of understanding complex vocabulary was evident in their 

reading and writing aspects. It is expressed in the phrases “…and also lack the 

fundamental vocabulary”, “lack understanding of certain words” (Student E), and “most 

of the terms I do not know” (Student B), to express the student teachers’ challenge with 

comprehension of complex vocabulary. The student teachers’ recognition of their 

shortcoming with comprehending complex disciplinary terminology could not, however, 
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deter them from rating themselves average and above average in these aspects of their 

ESL proficiency.  

d) Writing is the most challenging skill (speaking and writing)  

Challenge with writing is not only expressed in the students’ explication of their rating in 

it, but it is further expressed in their data when compared with the speaking aspect. The 

student teachers expressed the complexity of the writing aspect compared with the 

other language aspects through the use of “more” and “but”; “I find it more difficult” 

(Student D), “… but the writing aspect of it is tough for me” (Student A). Student E also 

compared his speaking proficiency to his writing proficiency. As a result, their rating in 

the writing aspect is lower than the other aspects but, surprisingly, still on average 

(Student A & B) and far above average (Student C, D & E). Student E’s rate in writing, 

however, is still above speaking in spite of expressing the greatest challenge with 

writing. All the themes, except for the theme on practice, are evident in the writing 

aspect.  

e) Grammatical errors impede proficiency (writing) 

One student teacher based his rating of ESL on the presence of grammatical errors in 

his writing (Student E). This student’s rate, however, is far above average. 

4.2.2 TEACHER EDUCATORS’ ASSESSMENT OF PERCEIVED ESL PROFICIENCY 

Data were sourced from four teacher educators from different disciplines who taught the 

student teacher participants in this study. They had to rate their personal ESL 

proficiency and that of their students. The aim, however, was to gather their perceptions 

of ESL proficiency rather than to assess their proficiency. The different teacher educator 

participants are indicated by using the key depicted in table 4.2.2.  

Table 4.2.2: Teacher educators’ pseudonyms 

Educator ES – Science teacher educator 

Educator EG – Geography teacher educator  

Educator EE – English teacher educator 

Educator EH – Home Economics teacher educator 

 

I begin with presenting data on the rating of the teacher educators’ own ESL proficiency, 

followed by an explanation of the rates they awarded themselves.  
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4.2.2.1 ESL proficiency rating data – of themselves 

Data gathered from the teacher educators are presented in a table and a graph for a 

clearer representation. Following is the table: 

Table 4.2.2.1: Teacher educators’ self-evaluation of ESL proficiency 

Educator 

Teacher educators’  
speaking 

(1-10) 

Teacher educators’ 
writing 

(1-10) 

Teacher educators’ 
reading 

(1-10) 

Educator ES 9 9 9 

Educator EG 7 7 8 

Educator EE 8 8 10 

Educator EH 5 5 5 

 

A graphical presentation of this evaluation can be viewed in the bar graph that follows: 

 

Figure 4.2.2.1: Teacher educators’ graphical presentation of their self-evaluation 
of ESL proficiency 

 

Table 4.2.2.1 and figure 4.2.2.1 show that educator ES and educator EH’s ratings of 

ESL proficiency are consistent in all three skills of speaking, writing and reading. 

Educator ES falls short by only 1 rating point on the scale to achieve full proficiency 

while educator EH rated herself on an average level for all skills. Educator EG evaluated 

her speaking and writing proficiency 3 rating points lower than the maximum rate and 

her reading ability is only 2 points lower, which is higher than the other skills. Educator 

EE’s rating of her speaking and writing is 2 rating points lower than the maximum rate 

while her reading proficiency is maximal. Overall their personal rates of ESL proficiency 

vary across individuals and with educator EG and EE. They also differ according to skill, 
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with mainly writing attaining a lower rate. The following data show the teacher educators’ 

explanation of their ESL proficiency. 

4.2.2.1.1 ESL proficiency rating explication data 

Again in this data I have taken the complete response of each teacher educator and 

identified the essence of the reason that the teacher educator provided as the basis for 

his/her ESL rating. I then collated all these (distinctive and distinguishable) reasons of 

all the teacher educators for each aspect (speaking, writing and reading) of ESL 

proficiency and from them I could identify the following categories of reasons for the 

level of their ESL proficiency. I collated these reasons and identified categories and 

themes through relating the text to concepts in ESL literature in the literature review. I 

present a table for each of the three aspects: speaking, writing and reading for all the 

four teacher educator participants, and at the end I present the themes in a table and 

provide an interpretation of the identified themes. 

Table 4.2.2.1.1: Teacher educators’ explication of their self-evaluation in 
speaking 

Teacher 
educator 

Teacher educator’s 
explanation 

Basis for ESL 
proficiency 

Category Theme 

Educator ES I can speak well but there are 
cases where I break the 
grammatical rules e.g. should, 
would usage and when mother 
tongue interference sets in. 

…I break the 
grammatical 
rules… 

Challenge with 
grammar  

Grammatical errors 
impede ESL 
proficiency 

Educator EG I’m capable of conversing very 
well with students especially 
during class time. Proficiency 
becomes a problem when a 
formal speech has to be 
made. 

…problem when 
a formal speech 
has to be made… 

Challenge with 
formal speech  

ESL proficiency 
varies with contexts 

Educator EE I’m capable of speaking but 
obviously not 100% fluent 

…obviously not 
100% fluent 

Educator’s 
pre-disposition 
as ESL 
speaker 

Perceived pre-
disposition as ESL 
speaker impacts on 
proficiency 

Educator EH I think I am average, I am not 
that much of an eloquent 
English speaker. 

…not that much 
of an eloquent 
English speaker. 

Lack of 
eloquence 

Fluency enhances 
proficiency 
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Table 4.2.2.1.1: Teacher educators’ explication of their self-evaluation in writing  

Teacher 
educator 

Teacher educator’s 
explanation 

Basis for ESL 
proficiency 

Category Theme 

Educator ES I can write well but 
punctuation rules challenge 
me a lot especially when to use 
capital letters. 

…but punctuation 
rules challenge 
me a lot 

Challenge with 
punctuation 

Grammatical errors 
impede ESL 
proficiency 

Educator EG This aspect (writing) is not an 
acute problem. However when 
one does formal writing I 
need someone to proofread 
my work. 

…when one does 
formal writing I 
need someone to 
proofread my 
work. 

Challenge with 
formal writing 

ESL proficiency 
varies with contexts 

Educator EE I can write but my writing has 
a bit of ungrammatical 
aspects hence I’m not error 
free in my writing. 

…but my writing 
has a bit of 
ungrammatical 
aspects 

Challenge with 
grammar 

Grammatical errors 
impede ESL 
proficiency 

Educator EH I can write English but do 
make some grammatical 
errors. 

…but do make 
some 
grammatical 
errors. 

Challenge with 
grammar 

Grammatical errors 
impede ESL 
proficiency 

 

Table 4.2.2.1.1: Teacher educators’ explication of their self-evaluation in reading  

Teacher 
educator 

Teacher educator’s 
explanation 

Basis for ESL 
proficiency 

Category Theme 

Educator ES I can read well but vocabulary is 
always there appearing new. 
New words and meanings are 
a challenge. 

New words and 
meanings are a 
challenge. 

Meanings of 
vocabulary 

Understanding 
vocabulary 
enhances 
proficiency 

Educator EG Reading books for purposes 
of teaching is not a problem. 
The problem comes when one 
has to read for leisure. I really 
do not give myself time for that. 

Reading books for 
purposes of 
teaching is not a 
problem… 
…problem comes 
when one has to 
read for leisure.  

Variation with 
contexts of 
reading 

ESL proficiency 
varies with 
contexts 

Educator EE I can read pretty well in 
English. 

…can read pretty 
well… 

Mechanical 
sense of 
reading 

Fluency 
determines 
proficiency 

Educator EH I can read well but I do have a 
problem with some 
pronunciation. 

… I can read well 
but… problem with 
some pronunciation 

Challenge only 
with 
pronunciation  

Perceived pre-
disposition as ESL 
speaker impacts 
on proficiency 
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Table 4.2.2.1.1: Themes per aspect of teacher educators’ self-evaluation 

Themes Speaking Writing Reading 

Grammatical errors impede ESL proficiency  √ √ X 

ESL proficiency varies with contexts √ √ √ 

Perceived pre-disposition as ESL speaker 
impacts on proficiency 

√ X X 

Fluency determines proficiency X X √ 

Understanding vocabulary enhances proficiency  X X √ 

 

4.2.2.1.2 Data interpretation  

In this section I interpret the data according to the themes that emerged from it as 

presented in the preceding tables. 

a) Grammatical errors impede ESL proficiency (speaking and writing) 

The use of inappropriate grammatical structures seems to have also determined some 

educators’ rates in speaking and writing. However, the grammatical structures are not 

specifically mentioned, except for punctuation (Educator ES, EE and EH). This theme 

also emerged in the student teachers’ data on the writing aspect. 

b) ESL proficiency varies with contexts (speaking, writing and reading) 

Variation of ESL proficiency according to context was used by only one educator 

(Educator EG) in her ESL rating across all the aspects; speaking, writing and reading.  

c) Perceived pre-disposition as ESL speaker impacts on proficiency 

(speaking and reading) 

Some educators based their rating on being non-native speakers of English in the 

speaking and writing aspects. The phrases “obviously not 100% fluent” in speech 

(Educator EE) and “I can read well but… problem with some pronunciation” (Educator 

EH) suggest that the ESL problem is unavoidable owing to the educators’ positions as 

ESL speakers. Fluency and accent are equated with proficiency. This explication of 

being ESL speakers correlates with a similar view in the student teachers’ data and only 

differs in that it featured in all the aspects, yet the teacher educators’ data reveal it only 

in speaking and reading.  
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d) Fluency determines ESL proficiency (reading) 

Educator EE described her reading as “pretty well” to indicate that in her perception 

fluency in the pronunciation of the words amounts to proficiency. This could however 

exclude understanding of the text being read.  

e) Understanding vocabulary enhances proficiency (Reading) 

The phrase “New words and meanings are a challenge” (Educator ES) suggests that 

he values comprehension of vocabulary in reading and in speaking. In writing this view 

was not evident. A similar view emerged in the student teachers’ data. 

4.2.2.2 ESL proficiency rating data – of their students 

In this section I present the teacher educators’ rating of their students’ ESL proficiency. 

Table 4.2.2.2: Teacher educators’ evaluations of their students’ ESL proficiency  

 Student teachers’ speaking 

(1-10) 

Student teachers’ writing 

(1-10) 

Educator ES 4 4 

Educator EG 5 4 

Educator EE 5 5 

Educator EH 4 4 

 

A graphical presentation of the above rating can be viewed in the following bar graph: 

 

Figure 4.2.2.2: Teacher educators’ rating of student teachers’ ESL proficiency 

The ratings in table 4.2.2.2 and figure 4.2.2.2 above indicate educator ES and educator 

EH rated their students below average in both skills of speaking and writing. Educator 

EE rated the students on average in both skills, while educator EG rated them on 
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average in speaking and below average in the writing skill. Three of the teacher 

educators’ evaluations are consistent in both skills but educator EG’s rating reflects 

varying performances of the student teachers in the two skills.  

4.2.2.2.1 ESL proficiency rating explication data – of their students 

In this data set I took the complete response of each teacher educator and identified 

the essence of the reason that the teacher educator provided as the basis of his/her 

students’ ESL rating. I then collated all these (distinctive and distinguishable) reasons 

of all the teacher educators of their students’ speaking and writing proficiency in ESL, 

and from them I could identify the following categories of reasons. Again I collated these 

reasons and identified categories and themes through relating the text to concepts in 

ESL literature in the literature review. Other categories in this section have been 

generated by the participants’ data and, therefore, grounded in their text. I present a 

table for each of the two aspects, speaking and writing for all the four teacher educator 

participants, and at the end I present the themes in a table and provide an interpretation 

of the identified themes. 

Table 4.2.2.2.1: Teacher educator’s explication of student’s ESL proficiency in 
speaking 

Teacher 
educator 

Teacher educator’s 
explanation 

Basis for ESL 
proficiency 

Category Theme 

Educator ES The average rating is 4/10 
because most speak 
“broken English” heavily 
influenced by the mother 
tongue. 

…most speak 
“broken English” 
heavily influenced 
by the mother 
tongue. 

Challenge with 
grammar 
because of 
mother tongue 
interference 

Grammatical 
errors impede 
ESL proficiency 

Educator EG Most of my students have a 
problem with expressing 
themselves very well using this 
language. Participation in 
group discussions is not a 
serious problem because 
they switch to their mother 
tongue. 

Participation in 
group discussions is 
not a serious 
problem because 
they switch to their 
mother tongue. 

Mother tongue 
interference 

Grammatical 
errors impede 
ESL proficiency 

Educator EE They can communicate 
whatever they want to say 
though fraught with 
mistakes, but it is 
comprehensible. 

…fraught with 
mistakes, but it is 
comprehensible. 

Slight 
challenges but 
comprehensible 

Slight 
grammatical 
errors do not 
hinder proficiency 

Educator EH My students vary, but most of 
them have some slight 
difficulties in speaking 

…have some slight 
difficulties… 

Slight 
challenges but 
comprehensible 

Slight 
grammatical 
errors do not 
hinder ESL 
proficiency 
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Table 4.2.2.2.1: Teacher educator’s explication of student’s ESL proficiency in 
writing 

Teacher 
educator 

Teacher educator’s 
explanation 

Basis for ESL 
proficiency 

Category Theme 

Educator ES They have a big problem 
with spelling, tenses and 
punctuation because most of 
them do not know the words 
they speak e.g. Bunsen 
burner is written as bensen 
bena etc…they speak very 
good SiSwati however. 

…a big problem 
with spelling, tenses 
and punctuation  

 

Challenge with 
grammar 

Grammatical 
errors impede 
ESL proficiency 

Educator EG This aspect (writing) is really 
below what I could rate as 
average. With essay writing 
there is usually no 
coherence. As a result, it 
becomes very difficult to grasp 
what some students wanted to 
say 

With essay writing 
there is usually no 
coherence… 

 

No coherence in 
written work 

Writing is the most 
challenging skill 

Educator EE They can write but still they 
have minor mistakes in their 
written work 

…minor mistakes in 
their written work 

Slight 
challenges but 
comprehensible 

Slight grammatical 
errors do not 
hinder ESL 
proficiency 

Educator EH They do have a great 
problem especially with 
spelling 

…a great problem 
especially with 
spelling 

Major problem 
with spelling 

Grammatical 
errors impede 
ESL proficiency 

 

Table 4.2.2.2.1: Themes per aspect of teacher educators’ explications of their 
students’ ESL proficiency 

Theme Speaking Writing 

Grammatical errors impede ESL proficiency √ √ 

Slight grammatical errors do not hinder proficiency √ √ 

Writing is the most challenging skill X √ 

 

4.2.2.2.3 Data interpretation 

In this section I interpret the data according to the themes that emerged from it as 

presented in the tables. 

a) Grammatical errors impede proficiency (speaking and writing) 

Some educators (Educator ES & EG) considered the student teachers’ grammatical 

errors in their rating of the speaking aspect, which they felt was a result of mother tongue 
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interference. In writing as well some educators (Educator ES & EH) also used the 

student teachers’ grammatical errors when determining their rate. Educator ES noted 

that the student teachers use words that are unknown to them. Although this theme 

emerged in the explanation of the educators’ own rating, which was above average, two 

of these educators rated the students below average in both aspects, and one placed 

them on average in speaking. Interestingly, this theme correlates with the student 

teachers’ data too. 

b) Slight grammatical errors do not hinder proficiency (speaking and 

writing) 

On the contrary, the students’ grammatical errors were regarded as minor and, 

therefore, could not conceal the intended meanings in the student teachers’ speaking 

and writing aspects (Educator EE & EH). Paradoxically, they rated the students on 

average (Educator EE) and below average (Educator EH). Educator EE rated the 

student teachers far below her own rate; Educator EH rated them slightly below her own 

rate.  

c) Writing is the most challenging skill (writing) 

Although the writing aspect was not identified by some educators as most challenging, 

three of the educators assigned the student teachers rates that were below average on 

it. Educator EG specifically indicated that the students’ written work lacked coherence 

and rated them below average. This is probably because her courses require long 

stretches of written ESL in the form of essays. Therefore, she encounters the students’ 

challenge in written texts. This theme is also prominent in the student teachers’ data.  

 

4.3 TEACHER EDUCATORS’ PERCEPTIONS OF STUDENT TEACHERS’ ESL 

PROFICIENCY (SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS) 

I interviewed each of the teacher educators after the last lessons I observed (ref. 

3.11.5.5). In order to establish the teacher educators’ perceptions of the student 

teachers’ ESL challenges one of the items in the interview schedule was the following: 

 Using English as the language of teaching and learning, did you find that your 

students experience any problem in understanding your lecture? 

In table 4.3 below I present each of the teacher educators’ data sourced in response to 

this question. I highlighted in bold the phrases that capture the essence of the response, 
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used the same phrases as codes in the next column, and constructed a category/theme 

in the last column of the table. The categories are related to ESL literature. 

Table 4.3: Teacher educators’ perceptions of the student teachers’ ESL 
proficiency 

Educator Extract Code Category/Theme 

Educator ES They do experience a lot; problems in 
excess. 

…a lot; problems in 
excess 

Students have excessive 
ESL challenge 

Educator EG Ah…I wouldn’t say there were really 
problems…, the problem would come 
specifically with a lack of understanding of 
a concept I would say, maybe if it’s a 
concept which is abstract. 

Mhm ya…it is not a problem when it comes 
to conversing. 

…lack of 
understanding of a 
concept… which is 
abstract. 

The ESL challenge is 
contextual 

 

The interviewer then asked about the written 
form, to which the educator gave this 
response; 

That one is worse …that one is worse 
(lowering her voice). 

…that one is worse 
(writing) 

Comprehension of 
abstract concepts and 
the written mode are a 
challenge, not ESL 

Educator EE I think…I don’t know …I’m not sure 
whether it is the language in the poems 
that tends to be difficult. 

I’m not sure 
whether it is the 
language in the 
poems… 

The ESL challenge is 
contextual 

Discipline related ESL is 
a challenge not ESL  

Educator EH No, no, not at all. They do understand 
English…But you find that when you are 
communicating, because it’s our country 
(meaning she shares the same mother 
tongue with the students) normally we put 
our SiSwati here and there (laughing), but 
obviously they do understand English and it 
is not a barrier in anyway … 

No, no, not at all…) 
normally we put our 
SiSwati here and 
there… 

Students comprehend 
ESL but I occasionally 
code-switch 

 

Table 4.3: Themes on teacher educators’ perceptions of the student 
teachers’ ESL proficiency 

Theme Sub-theme 

Students have excessive ESL challenge  

Students’ ESL challenge is contextual Comprehension of abstract concepts and writing is are 
a challenge not ESL 

Discipline related ESL is a challenge not ESL 

Students comprehend ESL but I occasionally code-
switch 
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4.3.1 DATA INTERPRETATION 

In this section I interpret the data according to the themes that emerged from it as 

presented in the tables. 

4.3.1.1 Students have excessive ESL challenge 

Educator ES’ extract has the phrases “a lot” and “in excess”, which emphasize the 

intensity of the student teachers’ ESL challenge. This intensity concurs with the ESL 

proficiency rate this educator assigned to the student teachers in the survey questions, 

which he described as excessive, and rated it below average in both the spoken and 

written aspects.  

4.3.1.2 Student teachers’ ESL challenge is contextual 

Some teacher educator based their students’ ESL challenge on the context of the ESL 

use. 

4.3.1.2.1 Comprehension of abstract concepts and the written mode are a 

challenge, not ESL  

According to Educator EG, the student teachers experience ESL challenges in particular 

areas of their language encounters; that is, in understanding abstract concepts and in 

writing. This view was further emphasized through the repetition of the phrase, “that one 

is worse,” and the lowering of the voice when referring to the writing mode, which she 

felt is most challenging. This view corroborates her elaboration of the students’ ESL 

proficiency in the survey, where she stated that different contexts require different 

discourses. She rated the students’ writing aspect below average.  

4.3.1.2.2 Discipline related ESL is a challenge not ESL  

Educator EE suggested that a language challenge varies with different discourse 

genres. Therefore, she could not subscribe completely to that the student teachers have 

a challenge with ESL. In the survey, she described the ESL challenge as minimal. 

Probably this variation in discourse was meant to qualify her view of a minimal ESL 

challenge for the students. 
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4.3.1.3 Student teachers comprehend ESL but I code-switch deliberately 

Educator EH used repetition of “No, no, not at all” to emphasize her personal conviction 

about the student teachers’ comprehension of the instructional language. This 

emphasis, however, contradicts the rating she assigned the students for their ESL 

proficiency, which was below average. In this extract she included the phrase “it is just 

natural for me” to use the students’ first language, which was accompanied by laughter. 

Implied in the statement is that code-switching between English and the students’ first 

language, is unavoidable, acceptable and not related to the students’ ESL proficiency. 

4.4 OTHER BASELINE QUESTIONS REGARDING ESL PROFICIENCY AS 

LOLT (OPEN-ENDED SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE) 

Data on the perceived role of ESL were sourced to illuminate an understanding of the 

ESL proficiency from both the student teachers and their educators. 

4.4.1 STUDENT TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF THE ROLE OF ESL IN THEIR ACADEMIC 

SUCCESS 

The following data were sourced from the student teachers’ responses to a question on 

the role of ESL in their academic success (ref. 3.11.5.2). In the data I highlighted from 

the extract words that capture the essence of the perceived role of ESL in academic 

success, created a code in the next column followed by a category or theme in the last 

column. Some codes and categories are grounded in the participants’ texts, while others 

are drawn from the literature in this study. 

Table 4.4.1: Student teachers’ perceptions of the role of ESL in learning 

Student 
teacher 

Extract Code Category/Theme 

Student A As an international language to 
communicate made me to see 
English as an important language 

Communication with 
internationals 

ESL proficiency enables 
unrestricted 
communication 

…it enables me to understand 
some concepts even outside the 
college  

Comprehension of concepts 
beyond the learning 
environment 

Comprehension of all 
concepts 

Even things we are using in our 
daily life are written in English 

 Comprehension of all 
concepts 

It is vital to use this language in 
order to make an individual to 
have self-esteem 

Self esteem ESL proficiency 
develops self-esteem 

Student B …it becomes easier for me to 
understand the other subjects 

Comprehension of complex 
disciplinary terminology  

Comprehension of all 
concepts  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | 140 

written in English…easy to grasp 
even the little complicated terms 
in mathematics, Science, to name 
a few. 

Student C I will be in a position to understand 
all the other subjects which are 
taught in English. 

Comprehension of subject 
content 

Comprehension of all 
concepts  

English enable me to communicate 
with other nations effectively. 

Communication with 
internationals 

ESL proficiency enables 
unrestricted 
communication 

Student D We are able to communicate and 
interact with our lecturers around 
the school and during lectures. 

Communication with educators ESL proficiency enables 
unrestricted 
communication 

I don’t’ think we would understand 
when a lecture is delivered 

Comprehension of subject 
content  

Comprehension of all 
concepts  

We would not be able to study or 
even read the relevant books 
associated with our studies 

Comprehension of research 
material 

Comprehension of all 
concepts  

If it was not for English language 
none would be able to operate the 
Internet sites. 

Comprehension of research 
material 

Comprehension of all 
concepts  

We would not be in a position to 
deliver a lesson to the pupils we 
go to teach on teaching practices.  

Communication with learners ESL proficiency enables 
unrestricted 
communication 

Student E Many signs and streets are written 
in English for the benefit of tourists 
who might not understand the 
language of the country 

Communication with 
internationals  

ESL proficiency enables 
unrestricted 
communication 

To candidates like me in particular it 
is a major setback in academic 
success 

Lack of access to academic 
success 

Lack of access to 
knowledge 

I find it elusive understanding the 
concept intended to be conveyed 
to me by poets 

Lack of comprehension of 
subject content 

Lack of access to 
knowledge 

Mistakes are not common when I 
respond to questions asked in my 
mother tongue 

Miscommunication of intended 
messages 

Lack of access to 
knowledge 

 

Table 4.4.1: Themes on student teachers’ perceptions of the role of ESL in 
learning 

Positive role of ESL in learning Negative role of ESL in learning 

ESL proficiency enables unrestricted communication Restricts access to knowledge 

 Communication with internationals  Lack of access to academic success 

 Communication with educators  Lack of comprehension of subject content 

 Communication with learners  Miscommunication of intended messages 
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ESL enables comprehension of all concepts  

 Comprehension of concepts beyond the learning context  

 Comprehension of complex disciplinary terminology  

 Comprehension of subject content  

 Comprehension of research material  

ESL proficiency boosts self-esteem  

 

4.4.1.1 Data interpretation 

Interpretation of the data is presented according to themes and subthemes. Major 

themes evident from the analysis have been classified in terms of the positive and the 

negative role of ESL as presented by the participants.  

4.4.1.1.1 Positive role of ESL in learning 

A majority of the student teachers could identify the positive role of ESL in learning 

(Student A, B, C and D). This role is centred on communication and comprehension of 

concepts. Positively, ESL is seen to afford communication within and beyond the 

learning setting. That is, communication internationally, with educators and proficiency 

in communication with learners when the student teachers join the professional world 

of teaching. Within the learning setting proficiency in ESL can afford the students 

comprehension of subject content, complex vocabulary, language in research material, 

and comprehension of concepts beyond the learning context. The students also claim 

ESL proficiency boosts their self-esteem. 

4.4.1.1.2 Negative role of ESL in learning 

Only one student teacher regarded ESL as playing a negative role in learning (Student 

E). Both the positive and negative roles hinged on communication and comprehension 

of concepts. Negatively, lack of ESL proficiency results in lack of proper communication 

and construction of inappropriate meanings due to lack of understanding. This results 

in failure to achieve academic success. 

 
4.4.2 TEACHER EDUCATORS’ PERCEPTIONS OF THE ROLE OF ESL IN LEARNING 

Given that the teacher educators had rated the student teachers’ ESL proficiency, the 

study also sought to ascertain their perceptions of the role of the ESL in learning (ref. 

3.11.5.2). This data is presented in table 4.4.2. 
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Table 4.4.2: Teacher educators’ perceptions of the role of ESL in learning 

Teacher 
educator 

Explanation on role of ESL Code Category/Theme 

Educator ES Educator ES: It influences the ‘unlocking’ of 
questions and puzzles i.e. the degree of 
comprehension… Language influences the 
elimination of ambiguities in answers and 
helps to control the acquisition of 
misconceptions especially in Science 
disciplines. 

Problem-solving Proficiency in ESL 
determines students’ 
engagement in 
problem-solving and 
meta-learning 
strategies 

Language influences the quality of strategies 
(the) students will set up in problem solving 
activities. Those who have mastered the 
language fair better… (others) misunderstand 
issues and sometimes use the wrong 
steps… it determines the path a student 
takes to construct learning both the quality and 
quantity. 

Meta-learning 

Educator EG If you are a first speaker of the language you 
would know the deep meaning of certain 
words and expressions. However, second 
language speakers would not easily know 
such hidden meanings  

Problem-solving 

Language proficiency is not easily attainable 
if you are not going to speak, read and write a 
language. 

Meta-learning 

Educator EE English language is generally the stumbling 
block for the academic success of my 
students…. they have difficulty in 
expressing themselves well in written 
language… my students also have problems 
in using English language for discussion 
purposes due to the fact that their level is 
quite low. 

Miscommunication 
of intended 
messages 

ESL impedes 
meaningful 
communication 

Educator EH The performance of students…is slightly 
affected by English because most of the time 
we are dealing with facts and straight 
questions. We do not subtract or deduct marks 
on wrong spellings and wrong structured 
sentences but most of the time we look for the 
correct answer. We often mark obvious 
language mistakes, otherwise those that are 
technical are ignored. Therefore English 
slightly affects their performance. 

Minimal effect on 
subject content 

ESL has minimal 
effect on subject 
content learning 
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Table 4.4.2: Themes on the role of the ESL in academic success 

Positive role of ESL in learning Negative role of ESL in learning 

Proficiency in ESL determines students’ engagement 
in problem-solving and meta-learning strategies 

ESL impedes meaningful communication 

ESL has minimal effect on subject content learning  

 

4.4.2.1 Data interpretation 

The interpretation is presented in themes, according to the positive and negative role of 

ESL in learning, as perceived by the teacher educators. 

4.4.2.1.1 Positive role of ESL in learning 

Some teacher educators’ data reflected a positive impact of ESL on the student 

teachers’ learning. 

a) Proficiency in ESL determines students’ engagement in problem-solving 

and meta-learning strategies 

In educator ES’s statement, the choice of the metaphors: “unlocking”, “the elimination 

of ambiguities in answers” and “questions and puzzles”, all point to the fact that ESL 

engages the student teachers in problem-solving. Similarly, educator EG’s use of “deep 

meaning” and “hidden meanings” implies that ESL tends to be complex to students 

when used as an instructional language, since some meanings may extend beyond the 

surface level. Implied in these statements is that the student teachers engage in higher 

levels of cognition when confronted with an ESL challenge. The phrases “quality of 

strategies” and the “path” by educator ES, and “if you are” by Educator EG suggest that 

the complexity of the language can compel the student teachers to take charge of their 

learning. That is, they engage in meta-learning and increase their learning potential in 

order to ultimately obtain proficiency in ESL. When engaged in meta-learning the 

student teachers should plan, monitor, assess and evaluate the learning. However, if 

they cannot comprehend the instructions of the learning task, the strategies undertaken 

will compromise the quality and the quantity of the learning.  

b) ESL has minimal effect on subject content learning 

The statements “we do not subtract or deduct marks [for] wrong spellings …”, “we often 

mark obvious language mistakes otherwise those that are technical are ignored” 

express the educators’ feeling that the instructional language has no significance in the 
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subject content knowledge. It would seem, while educator EH described the students’ 

ESL proficiency as very minimal but rated them below average, she recognised their 

ESL challenges, but intentionally ignored them since her primary focus was on the 

subject content than the correctness of the LoLT. By implication she perceived the 

instructional language as an isolated entity, which does not incorporate disciplinary 

discourses. 

4.4.2.1.2 Negative role of ESL 

Some data indicate a negative impact of ESL on the student teachers’ learning.  

a) ESL impedes students’ learning 

The use of the metaphor “a stumbling block” by educator EE has an undertone of ESL 

being a major challenge that conceals the students’ proper representation of their 

disciplinary content knowledge in their writing and discussions. Subsequently, it adds 

no positive value to their learning. This is to say, Educator EE condemned the positive 

role of ESL in enhancing the student teachers’ learning or as a carrier of the required 

values and discourses within disciplines. This educator’s expression of the negative 

impact of the ESL challenge, however, contradicts her earlier comment when rating the 

students’ ESL proficiency, where she described it as comprehensible with minor 

challenges.  

 

4.5 STRATEGIES TO RESOLVE ESL CHALLENGES – STUDENT TEACHERS 

(SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS AND OPEN-ENDED SURVEY 

QUESTIONS) 

I had a total of nine interviews with student teachers. These I conducted after their last 

lessons, depending on whether the student teacher participant had attended the lecture. 

Consequently, I could not interview any student after the last Home Economics lecture 

since none of my student participants attended it. I learnt that they were completing their 

unfinished projects, which were due on the same day. However, by this time my data 

from the students had reached saturation. In this section I present data gathered from 

the interviews on how student teachers resolved their ESL challenges and their 

preferred strategies for addressing their challenges (ref. 3.11.5.3).  
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Table 4.5: Student teachers’ strategies to resolve ESL challenges 

Extract on strategy to resolve ESL challenge Code Category Theme 

Student A: First I would ask questions from the 
lecturer 

Student B: I would have just raised my hand 
and asked, ‘I don’t understand this 
terminology, it’s big for me.’ Maybe she would 
try to break it down. 

…ask questions from 
the lecturer 

…raised my hand and 
asked, ‘I don’t 
understand this 
terminology 

Clarification 
from subject 
lecturer in 
lecture 

Consultation of 
experts 

 

Student D: I would ask him so that he breaks 
down the word if he used a greater word that I 
don’t understand … 

…I would ask him   

Student B: I would try to just go back to her 
after the lecture, and try to have private time 
with her. 

Student D: Ask her outside the class or ask 
her to allow me to use my vernacular 
language, ask it in SiSwati. 

… just go back to 
her… have private 
time with her 

… Ask her outside 
the class… use my 
vernacular language 

Consultation of 
the same 
lecturer privately 

Student D: (I would) ask some other lecturers 
to help me or some other English lecturers to 
help me solve the problem. 

Student A: If it is still not resolved then I would 
try another Science lecturer in the school 

…ask some other 
lecturers to help me 

…try another Science 
lecturer in the school 

Consultation 
other lecturers 
within institution 

Student A: If I did not understand much with my 
local lecturer I used to go to the University (an 
old university in Swaziland) to just get more 
clarifications on these things. 

I used to go to the 
University 

Consultation of 
lecturers beyond 
institution 

Student B: I would try and ask my friends 
again, ‘What is she saying; what is she trying to 
explain to me?’ 

Student A: …maybe next to my neighbour 
whether he or she has understood something. 

…ask my friends 
again 

…maybe next to my 
neighbour 

Clarification 
from peers in 
class 

Peer support 

Student A:  I used to consult from those 
lecturers there or get help from the students 
there then we go for the library and research 
on those terms.  

…get help from the 
students there then 
we go for the library 

Peer assistance 
to access other 
libraries 

Student D:  Also my peers can help me in this 
one I guess ‘coz I don’t think I would be the only 
one having the problem… So when I ask some 
will say it out ‘I also had the same problem 
and I solved it this way’.  

…when I ask some 
will say it out ‘I also 
had the same 
problem and I solved 
it this way’ 

Peer advice 

Student E: … we were engaged in a classroom 
discussion. So, when you discuss you get to 
get what someone else has to say, his point 
of view and then try to compare it with what 
you have and then finally come up with 
something will be of great help to you.  

…when you discuss 
you get to get what 
someone else has to 
say, his point of view 
and then try to 
compare it with what 
you have 

Interaction in 
discussion 
groups  
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Student D:  I used SiSwati when we were 
discussing with my colleagues not with the 
lecturer. 

…used SiSwati when 
we were discussing 
with my colleagues 

Code-switching 
in discussion 
groups 

Student B: …because you find that they 
(lecturers) are not there some other time 
because it’s the teaching practice season, so 
then I would just go to the Internet; search for 
the word I didn’t understand or to the library  

…go to the Internet; 
search for the word I 
didn’t understand or 
to the library 

Internet search 

 

Library research 

Engagement in 
library research 

 

Student B:  We knew the thing; …But there was 
this problem of putting it in a right way, in right 
English. But after getting the terminology how do 
you say it is expanding and doing that and doing 
that; then it was simpler because we had it back 
in our minds…We looked it up in our 
Geography text book. 

…We looked it up in 
our Geography text 
book. 

 

Consultation of 
textbooks  

 

 

Student E:  Perhaps I would consult the 
dictionary to look for other words which 
sounded new to me. 

… I would consult the 
dictionary 

Consultation of 
reference 
material 

Student A: …because here he was talking about 
things, then we do those practicals. We were 
able to manipulate the things and then we do 
it for ourselves. And for us it was very much 
clear…what he was saying. 

… We were able to 
manipulate the things 
and then we do it for 
ourselves 

Manipulation of 
real-life material 

Engagement in 
problem solving 

Student D:  Yes, but it was on sporadic 
occasions, whereby I didn’t find an English 
word for explaining some of the things, so I 
tend to use SiSwati. 

… I didn’t find an 
English word for 
explaining some of 
the things, so I tend 
to use SiSwati 

Code-switching Direct focus on 
ESL 

Student D:  At times it is best to look at 
someone in the face when he or she talks, so 
that you get all the words she or he says 
because it is not always where you face down 
and get all the things.  

…it is best to look at 
someone in the face 
when he or she talks, 
so that you get all the 
words 

Observation of 
lecturer’s facial 
expressions 

Paralinguistic 
cues 

 

Proposed strategies to address ESL challenge 

Student B: I would say they must use simple 
language as possible, because, regardless 
that we are in a tertiary institution, but there are 
some other words which we do not 
understand which when you bring it to me I find 
it more difficult, but when you break it down I 
then see that, no I know this thing. This is 
this. So I would say they must use simple 
language as possible.  

…they must use 
simple language as 
possible… there are 
some other words 
which we do not 
understand… but 
when you break it 
down I then see that, 
no I know this thing 

Simplification of 
ESL 

Simplification of 
ESL 

(Direct focus on 
ESL) 

Student C: I would like him to explain the key 
words; to break down the key words in a way 
that will be more understandable… Since my 
lecturer is not a Swazi, I would like him to 
use simple English for us to understand, 
because he cannot use the vernacular 
language.  

…Since my lecturer is 
not a Swazi, I would 
like him to use simple 
English for us to 
understand, because 
he cannot use the 
vernacular language.  

Code-switching Code-switching 

(Direct focus on 
ESL) 
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Student E: I would like maybe at times pause to 
ask questions as to whether we follow what is 
being taught to us during the course of the 
lesson. 

…clarifications 
constantly where it is 
needed. 

On-going 
questioning 

Assessment 
must be 
intertwined with 
learning 

Student A: …because here he was talking about 
things then we do those practicals. We were 
able to manipulate the things and then we do 
it for ourselves. And for us it was very much 
clear…what he was saying. 

Researcher:  Because of the practicals? 

Student A:  Yes, because of the practicals. 
Maybe if there were no practicals it might be 
challenging somehow. 

We were able to 
manipulate the things 
and then we do it for 
ourselves. And for us 
it was very much 
clear…what he was 
saying. 

Engage 
students in 
practicals 

Engagement in 
problem-
solving 

Student D: The practicals would be better and 
the writings on the board. If ever he sees that we 
are facing a problem then he would write 
whatever he wants to say on the board. Even if 
he would say it at the same time it would better 
if it is written on the board so we follow on 
the board and also the practicals. 

…it would better if it is 
written on the board 
so we follow on the 
board and also the 
practicals 

Use of several 
strategies 

Use of multiple 
perspectives 

 

Table 4.5: Themes from student teachers’ strategies to resolve ESL 
challenges (Semi-structured interviews) 

Theme Sub-themes 

Consultation of experts Clarification from subject lecturer in lecture 

Consultation of subject lecturer privately 

Consultation other lecturers within institution 

Consultation of other lecturers beyond institution 

Peer support Clarification from peers in class 

Peer assistance to access other libraries 

Peer advice 

Interaction in discussion groups 

Code-switching in discussion groups  

Engagement in library research Engagement in library search as alternative 

Consultation of prescribed textbooks 

Consultation of reference material 

Internet search in a cell phone during lecture 

Engagement in problem solving Manipulation of real-life material 

Direct focus on ESL Code-switching 

Focus on paralinguistic cues Observation of lecturer’s facial expression 

Proposed strategies to solve ESL challenges 

Direct focus on ESL Simplification of ESL 

Code-switching 
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Assessment must be intertwined with learning On-going questioning 

Engagement in problem solving Engage students in practical activities 

Use of multiple perspectives Use several strategies 

 

4.5.1 DATA INTERPRETATION 
 
Different activities are evident in the student teachers’ attempts to resolve ESL 
challenges. 
4.5.1.1 Consultation of experts 

Student teachers consulted different individuals after an encounter with ESL challenges. 

4.5.1.1.1 I enquire from my lecturer for clarification 

Notice the use of the phrase “break it down”, which refers to simplifying complex 

vocabulary. It corroborates the simplification strategy indicated by most of the teacher 

educators in their instructional strategies. The student teachers adopted different 

approaches to pursue ESL challenges that were unresolved during lectures.  

4.5.1.1.2 Consultation of the same lecturer privately 

They consulted the same subject lecturer privately after the lecture if the ESL issue 

remained unresolved. Take note of the phrase “…allow me to use my vernacular 

language” from student D, which may suggest she assumed her unclear expression in 

ESL may have led to a misunderstanding of her request for clarification during the 

lecture.  

4.5.1.1.3 Consultation of other lecturers 

The two statements suggest that the student teachers attempted to involve lecturers 

within and across departments for assistance with ESL challenges that were not clarified 

in class. Lecturers from the English department are specifically included in one of the 

extracts because the challenge is assumed to be language-related. 

4.5.1.1.4 Consultation of lecturers beyond their learning institution 

The pursuit of clarification of the ESL challenge consultation was also extended to 

lecturers beyond the students’ own learning institution.  

It is evident from these extracts that student teachers utilised experts within their 

disciplines, across disciplines and beyond their learning institution. This enquiry is not 

directed exclusively to experts but extends to their peers. 
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4.5.1.2 Peer support 

The student teachers received support from their peers in various ways. 

4.5.1.2.1 Enquiry from peers in class 

Student B’s response suggests that she would whisper to students seated closer to her 

when requesting for ESL clarification, and Student A used the word “neighbour” to refer 

to a student seated closer to him in the lecture room. Both statements indicate that 

students seek ESL clarification from students who are in close proximity with them 

during the lecture.  

4.5.1.2.2 Peer assistance to access other libraries 

The statement indicates that student A utilised the resources of other universities 

through the assistance of his peers in those institutions. 

4.5.1.2.3 Peer advice 

Some students sought advice from their peers who experienced similar ESL challenges. 

Peer support is also evident in groups. 

4.5.1.2.4 Interaction in discussion groups 

The student teacher’s extract indicates that he interacted with peers in group 

discussions, listened to views from other members and tried to reconcile his prior 

knowledge with the new knowledge. This exemplifies positive interdependence where 

individual members enhance each other’s knowledge through sharing information on 

challenging aspects of ESL in cooperative learning groups. However, cooperative 

learning groups can also bring a different dimension of language use. 

4.5.1.2.5 Peer-to-peer discussions in first language 

While cooperative learning groups may provide a forum for peer-to-peer discussions for 

sharing information, they may not always afford the best platform for utilising the target 

language – English. This practice resonates with Educator EG’s assertion that group 

discussions afford an arena for the student teachers to utilise code-switching. 

4.5.1.3 Engagement in library research 

In some instances the student teachers engaged in research. 
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4.5.1.3.1 Consultation of research material as alternative 

The phrases “…because you find that they are not there some other time…so then…” 

suggests that Student B utilised other resources as alternatives in the absence of 

subject lecturers. Otherwise, her main sources for her ESL challenges were her 

lecturers. 

4.5.1.3.2 Consultation of prescribed textbooks 

The extract indicates that the student teachers were confronted with an ESL language 

challenge in that they knew the learning concept, but lacked appropriate disciplinary 

terminology to represent the known concept. Therefore, they searched for the relevant 

terminology from their textbooks.  

4.5.1.3.3 Consultation of reference material 

Some student teachers consulted their dictionaries for definitions of complex 

terminology. 

4.5.1.3.4 Internet search through a cell phone during lecture 

This student teacher browsed the Internet while the lecture was in progress.  

4.5.1.4 Manipulation of real-life material  

The student teacher referred to a Science lesson where they were engaged in exploring 

real-life material as a group learning task. Therefore, this student claims the activity 

helped him to construct knowledge of the subjects of learning through self-discovery of 

the processes he observed. 

4.5.1.5 Code-switching 

The student teacher switched to the first language whenever faced with complex ESL 

terminology, which he could not remember. He would substitute the challenging ESL 

word with one from his first language within the English sentence. 

4.5.1.6 Focus on paralinguistic cues 

The student paid attention to the lecturer’s gestures to ensure that she grasped the 

intended communication. This impasse in grasping the words was probably caused by 

pronunciation problems mentioned earlier by Educator EH where she asserted that 
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some accents may not be familiar to students, which may lead to incomprehensible 

ESL. 

4.5.2 STUDENT TEACHERS’ PROPOSED STRATEGIES TO ADDRESS THE ESL CHALLENGE 

The student teachers’ preferred strategies were varied. 
 
4.5.2.1 Direct focus on ESL 

Some strategies focused directly on the language. 

4.5.2.1.1 Simplification of ESL 

Implied in the extract is that the lecturers should use simplified ESL in order to ensure 

that a lesson concept is understood. The student noted that some words seem complex 

to understand during the lecture, but when simplified, she used the phrase “…I then see 

that, no, I know this thing”. By implication, the subjects of the communication are within 

the students’ experiences but only concealed by the unfamiliar terminology. 

4.5.2.1.2 Code-switching 

The student teachers suggested that code-switching between English and their first 

language would be helpful in clarifying the ESL. 

4.5.2.2 Intertwine assessment with learning  

They also wished that the lecturers would ensure they received clarification of concepts 

constantly, through questioning them during the course of the lecture. 

4.5.2.3 Engagement in problem-solving 

Student A expressed that engagement in manipulating material made it easier for them 

to understand the lesson concept; therefore, he suggested that the strategy be 

maintained.  

4.5.2.4 Use of multiple perspectives by the educator to clarify ESL 

The student suggested a combination of strategies, engagement in class activities, 

writing on the chalkboard and verbal explanation. Probably, the student hoped to find 

meaning from at least one strategy if she missed the other. 
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4.6 STUDENT TEACHERS’ META-LEARNING ACTIONS (REFLECTIVE 

JOURNALS) 

After the five student teacher participants had responded to the open-ended survey 

questionnaires I handed them booklets, which they would use to record their ESL 

challenges whenever they encountered them, and also record their attempts to address 

them (ref. 3.11.5.4). This method was mainly aimed at ascertaining how the student 

teachers engaged in meta-learning actions to resolve their ESL challenges than on 

gathering their challenges. Meta-learning entails reflecting on the learning, and 

engaging in activities that will improve the learning with the aim of optimising it. These 

booklets were collected after the student teachers’ last interview session. Table 4.6 

presents journal entries from the booklets used by student teacher participants as 

reflective journals. Data from this method were analysed through highlighting text that 

specifies or implies the action undertaken by the student teacher to resolve the ESL 

challenge, collapsing similar actions to form categories (where applicable), and finally 

themes were established. Categories were drawn from constructivist discourse and ESL 

literature, while others were generated by the data. This section, therefore, presents the 

student teacher’s meta-learning actions to resolve their ESL challenges.  

Table 4.6: Student teachers’ meta-learning actions 

Journal entry Code Category Theme 

Student A: … one lecturer has given 
an assignment (to find out) about why 
Social Studies must be taught at 
school. She gave us hand-outs to 
guide us. But I learn along the way 
that I’m failing to cope with it. I went 
to another University for help from 
friends. 

She gave us hand-outs to 
guide us …I went to another 
University for help from 
friends. 

Clarification of 
learning material 
from peers  

Peer support  

Student C: … I never knew a 
dictionary can teach me how to 
pronounce some words, a friend 
taught me how to use a dictionary. 

…a friend taught me how to 
use a dictionary 

Student A: …this poem was even 
hard to understand let alone to find 
differences … we then formed 
groups and understood it better. 

… we then formed groups and 
understood it better 

Peer support in 
cooperative 
learning groups  

Student C: …in English especially the 
poetry part is difficult to understand… 
Students must be given a poem to 
work on in groups.  

 Students must be given a 
poem to work on in groups. 
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Student D: After the interview I 
realised that I needed more practice 
in the speaking of the language 
and as a result I can communicate 
better in the language than before. 

I needed more practice in the 
speaking of the language 

Frequent 
communication in 
English  

Focus on ESL 

Student A: I fail to understand why I 
should use [ph] instead of [f] in words 
like photosynthesis, elephant, 
alphabet etc. This became clear when 
I did the phonetics course at 
college. 

I did the phonetics course at 
college. 

Pronunciation in a 
course in 
phonetics  

 

Student D: …I used to have problems 
with my spelling. I tried reading 
some of the words in my vanecular 
(vernacular) language it rily (really) 
did make a difference but I coold 
(could) not really say it helped me 
because spelling mistake is 
haunting me even now. 

I tried reading some of the 
words in my vanecular 
(vernacular) language it rily 
(really) did make a difference 
but I coold (could) not really 
say it helped me because 
spelling mistake is haunting 
me even now.  

Pronunciation of 
ESL words in first 
language phonetic 
sounds 

 

Student A: Some words have been a 
problem to spell for me…. Some 
become clear without the use of a 
dictionary but with the help of my 
Biology teacher. 

We are invited for a debate … When I 
got the question I try for myself but it 
gives me no sense. Then I engaged 
in the use of professors…then I 
went to the Agriculture department 
at Sisonkhe High School (fictitious 
name). Thus at this point I’m looking 
forward to challenge the ball.  

…with the help of my Biology 
teacher. 

 

 

I engaged in the use of 
professors…then I went to the 
Agriculture department at 
Sisonkhe High School 

Consultation of 
subject teacher 

 

 

Consultation of 
staff from other 
learning 
institutions  

Consultation of 
experts  

 

Student B: In religious education I 
could not find the divine names of 
God… I called a pastor I know and 
was successful. He sent me a 
message and the verses, that way I 
was able to write the assignment. He 
even sent me the title of a book to 
find the information and I went to the 
library to look for it.  

I called a pastor I know Consultation of 
pastor 

 

Student A: …I used to get meaning 
from the Internet. Then I was 
helped. 

I used to get meaning from the 
Internet 

Internet search Engagement in 
library research 
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Table 4.6: Themes from student teachers’ meta-learning actions (Reflective 
journals)  

Theme Sub-themes 

Peer support Peer support with reference material 

Peer support in cooperative learning groups 

Focus on ESL Frequent communication in English  

Pronunciation in a course in phonetics  

Pronunciation of ESL words in first language phonetic 
sounds  

Consultation of experts Consultation of subject teacher 

Consultation of staff from other learning institution  

Consultation of a pastor 

Engagement in library research Internet search 

 

4.6.1 DATA INTERPRETATION 

In the reflective journals the student teacher participants were required to record their 

ESL challenges and their attempts to resolve them during the data collection period. 

However, the data from these journals reflected that the student teachers included ESL 

challenges they experienced from as far back as their high school years and their time 

of enrolment at the institution. I interpret the data according to the themes.  

4.6.1.1 Peer support 

A strong support system from peers emerged as helpful in improving the students’ ESL. 

Student A had a challenge with an assignment in spite of the guidelines provided by the 

educator. Similarly, Student C had a challenge with pronunciation. Student A’s 

statement has the phrase “…but I learn along the way that I’m failing to cope”, and 

Student C has the phrase “…I never knew”, to signify their immersion in the language 

challenge. By implication, these students were faced with ESL challenges and, 

therefore, engaged in problem-solving. This challenge was eventually resolved through 

support from their peers. Student A consulted friends from another tertiary institution 

(the form of assistance was not specified) and Student C was assisted by a friend to 

realise valuable learning material that would address her pronunciation challenge. 

Student A and Student C discovered that cooperative learning was valuable in 

overcoming complex ESL challenges they experienced when synthesizing the poems 

in their last English lesson. 
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4.6.1.2 Focus on ESL 

Student E had indicated his challenge with speaking in the survey and in the interview, 

which he attributed to lack of practice. In his opening statement he used the phrase 

“after the interview I realised…” which indicates a reflection on his limited practice in 

ESL. It seems, upon this reflection, he thereafter planned to communicate in English. 

As he monitored and evaluated his new action he realised an improvement in his 

performance, as indicated by the statement “…I can communicate better in the 

language than before”. Although this statement of an improvement in his proficiency 

within a period of less than two months could not be verified, of significance is the action 

he took towards enhancing his proficiency.  

Student A experienced a prolonged challenge with pronunciation of the [ph] phoneme 

in English, which differs from the phonetic sound represented by this sequence of letters 

in his first language and was eventually helped when learning about phonetics during 

his first year of training in a linguistics course at the same institution. 

Student D tried to resolve her challenge with spelling some English words correctly 

through utilising the phonetic sounds of her first language in pronouncing them. This 

challenge is still evident in the words “vanecular”, “rily” and “coold” which should be 

“vernacular”, “really” and “could” respectively. However, she included the statement 

“spelling mistake is haunting me even now” to indicate her awareness of that the 

challenge still persists. 

4.6.1.3 Consultation of experts 

Some students’ journal entries indicate that consulting experts in their disciplines proved 

valuable in resolving their ESL challenges. Student A indicated a challenge with 

spelling/orthography, which he resolved through consulting his subject teacher while at 

high school. He also had a challenge with a specific linguistic genre; a debate, and 

consulted experts from other learning institutions; a professor outside his learning 

institution and subject specialist teachers from a high school.  

Student B had a problem with disciplinary jargon in Theology, the divine names of God 

and she consulted a pastor. This was an expert in the discipline, beyond the learning 

institution. The student outlined the assistance she received from the expert, which 

included auto-education. This was in the form of referring the student to relevant reading 

material without supplying direct answers to her assignment.  
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4.6.1.4 Internet search 

When faced with challenging vocabulary student A utilised the Internet to search for 

meanings independently.  

4.7 TEACHER EDUCATORS’ INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES 

Given that the teacher educators data on assessment of student teachers’ ESL 

proficiency indicated low rates, mainly below average, and that they showed an 

awareness of the student teachers’ ESL challenges, the study had to ascertain the 

instructional strategies they utilised in order to address the challenges. Following is a 

presentation of their data from the open-ended questionnaires and from the semi-

structured interviews. Data from open-ended survey questionnaires were sourced after 

my observation of my participants’ first lessons and interviews were conducted after the 

last lesson observed in all the subjects. I begin with presenting data on their instructional 

strategies gathered through the open-ended survey questionnaire.  

4.7.1 TEACHER EDUCATORS’ INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES (OPEN-ENDED SURVEY 

QUESTIONNAIRE) 

In this presentation I highlight the action that captures the essence of the instructional 

strategy, create a code in the second column using the highlighted phrases, and in the 

last column I present the category or theme. Codes and categories are related to 

constructivist literature and ESL literature discussed in Chapter 2.  

Table 4.7.1: Teacher educators’ instructional practices from open-ended 
questionnaire 

Teacher 
educator 

Extract Code Category/Theme 

Educator 
ES 

I use concrete objects to explain 
words and confusing phrases. 

Use of concrete 
objects 

I use students’ real-life 
experiences as reference 

Even when I give tests and 
summative examination tasks I 
prefer to use photographs of 
objects they have handled… use 
audio-visuals downloaded from 
the Internet to ensure that they see 
what is not available in the lab 

Use of familiar  

photographs and 
objects  

Use of audio-
visuals 

Hypothetical material 

enhances ESL proficiency 
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I prefer to use…photographs I take 
using my camera… I prefer to 
modify existing printed material 
that I consider important as a 
writer to align it with existing 
levels of language proficiency, 
the reason I write and revise 
material. 

Modification of 
learning material  

I design learning material 
to enhance ESL 

I rely a lot of times on … a variety 
of practical activities. 

Engagement in 
practical activities 

Practical activities 
enhance ESL 

I would use a thermometer with 
mercury in it and diagrams to 
explain the meaning. 

Use of material and 
illustration 

I employ multiple 
perspectives to enhance 
ESL 

While asking I keep eye contact on 
all faces and can tell what is 
understood and what is not…” 
Gauge student’s responses in class 
through eye contact. 

I assess students’ 
reaction 

I intertwine learning and 
assessment  

I carry a dictionary and 
encourage students to ‘google-
up’ words that are not clear to them 
even while we are having a lesson.  

I encourage use of 
dictionary  

I encourage use of 
Internet  

Meta-learning actions 
enhance ESL 

I repeat questions many times 
using different words… ask 
someone to translate the 
question to SiSwati… I use 
simple words and avoid big words. 

Repetition 

Use of different 
words 

Translation 

Simplification 

Simplified ESL, code-
switching, and direct focus 
on ESL enhances ESL 

Educator 
EG 

I also have found that the use of 
examples and real objects helps 
students to grasps some of the 
difficult concepts… Contextualizing 
things is also very useful… both the 
teacher and learner find themselves 
in one common level of 
understanding. 

Use of examples 
and real objects 

Contextualization 

I use students’ real-life 
experiences as analogies 

Real-life experiences 
enhance ESL through 
scaffolding 

… try as much as possible to 
simplify the language… the use of 
mother tongue comes in handy in 
trying to explain some of the difficult 
concepts. 

Simplification  

Code-switching 

Simplified ESL enhances 
ESL proficiency 

Code-switching enhances 
ESL proficiency 

Educator 
EE 

I made it a point that during class 
sessions students get the 
opportunity to use their spoken 
language through presentations 
and discussions and answering 
questions. 

Engagement in 
practical activities 

I engage students in 
practical activities 
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I take note of those that need 
more help and then come to their 
assistance. 

I assess students’ 
reaction 

I intertwine learning with 
assessment  

I always assign a lot of reading … 
to expose them to a wide range of 
vocabulary, experiences and 
contexts… I also give them plenty 
of writing to do. 

I assign reading 

I assign writing 

I engage students in 
practical activities  

Educator 
EH 

I do teach in English so to ensure 
they are used to it and emphasize 
that English is our only mode of 
instruction… I always make 
comments on their written work 
towards obvious English 
mistakes. 

I encourage use of 
English 

I offer feedback on 
English errors 

Direct focus on ESL use 
and errors enhances ESL 

 

Table 4.7.1: Themes on teacher educators’ instructional practices (Open-
ended survey questionnaire) 

Instructional practices 
Teacher educators 

ES EG EE EH 

I use students’ real-life experiences as reference  √ √   

I use hypothetical material √    

I design learning material √    

I engage students in practical activities √  √  

I employ multiple perspectives √    

Intertwine learning and assessment  √  √  

I encourage meta-learning actions √    

I focus directly on ESL use and errors √ √ √ √ 

 

4.7.1.1 Data interpretation 

Table 4.7.1 indicates that some teacher educators used the student teachers’ 

experiences (both realistic and hypothetical innovation) to contextualize concepts, 

engage the student teachers in practical class activities, use ongoing assessment, 

employ multiple perspectives in their educational practice, refer student teachers to 

research actions, and focus directly on ESL use. Educator ES employed eight of the 

instructional strategies identified, Educator EG identified two, educator EE identified 

three and educator EH utilised one.  
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4.7.1.1.1 Use of students’ real-life experiences 

The use of students’ real-life contexts is indicated in the phrases; “concrete objects, real 

objects, use of examples, and contextualizing”. The real-life contexts are used to explain 

complex vocabulary, ambiguous/complex phrases, and difficult concepts and to 

establish common ground between the educator and the student teachers in the 

learning process. The experiences are used in their authentic form, as analogies and 

as reference when expounding on concepts. 

4.7.1.1.2 Use of hypothetical material 

Educator ES used photographs of objects and downloaded audio-visuals. These 

learning materials resemble the real-objects within the student teachers’ experiences, 

as indicated in the phrase “objects they have handled”. He also mentioned the need for 

the student teachers to “see” the objects, so that they appeal to their sense of sight. 

Hypothetical material may not be real objects but they resemble them as closely as 

possible. 

4.7.1.1.3 Designing of learning material 

Educator ES incorporated some creativity in utilizing students’ real-life experiences 

through photographing objects which are familiar to the students and modified ESL in 

learning material. He also developed learning material for the student teachers in an 

effort to avert the ESL challenge.  

4.7.1.1.4 Engagement of students in practical activities 

These educators engaged their students in learning through presentations, discussions 

and questioning. Engaging students in practical activities may not necessarily refer to 

incorporating students’ real-life experiences, but the student becomes an active 

participant in the learning.  

4.7.1.1.5 Employment of multiple perspectives 

Educator ES used a real-object, and a diagram to elaborate on the same learning 

concept.  

4.7.1.1.6 Intertwining learning and assessment  

To “keep eye contact” with the students during the lesson and to “take note of those that 

need help” is tantamount to assessing the learning while the lesson is in progress. 
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Through these actions, the educator tried to respond to the students’ reactions to his 

instruction. 

4.7.1.1.7 Encouragement of meta-learning actions 

The educator directed students to search for meanings of challenging ESL vocabulary 

from the dictionary and the Internet. This is reference material which the student 

teachers could access independent of the educator, autonomously.  

4.7.1.1.8 Direct focus on ESL 

The educators used repetition, translation, simplification and code-switching to address 

the ESL challenge. Increasing the amount of reading, writing, talking directly about the 

importance of ESL and attending directly to ESL errors in formal assessment are also 

strategies which focus directly on ESL use without engaging the student in construction 

of meaning.  

4.7.2 TEACHER EDUCATORS’ INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES (SEMI-STRUCTURED 

INTERVIEWS) 

The following section presents data collected from the teacher educators through semi-

structured interviews. I interviewed each of the teacher educators after the last lesson I 

observed with each one of them. In the interview schedule items that related to the 

teacher educators’ instructional practices focused on the educators’ theoretical base for 

their chosen instructional strategies, their instructional strategies which would address 

the student teachers’ ESL challenges, their assessment of learning, and how they would 

address student teachers’ major ESL challenges. Guiding questions were the following: 

1. How did you ensure that the English teaching and learning language barrier 

to your students’ learning is eliminated? 

2. Was there any possibility that, using English as the language of teaching and 

learning, your students might have experienced any problem in understanding 

your lecture? 

3. How would you have ensured that the English teaching and learning 

language barrier to your students’ learning would be eliminated? 

4. How did you establish their level of achievement of outcomes? 

5. If you would have found that English as teaching and learning language is or 

is becoming a major barrier to your students’ academic success what 

changes would you make in your teaching practice to eliminate the barrier. 
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In table 4.7.2 I present the teacher educators’ data on these educational practices, 

focusing mainly on their use of constructivist discourse strategies. These are the 

pedagogical strategies deemed essential to provide a learning context that can promote 

acquisition of ESL. In the data, I highlighted in bold the phrases that capture the essence 

of the response, used the same phrases as codes in the next column, and constructed 

a theme in the last column of the table. Some of the themes were evident in the previous 

data, which is in the survey, while others are new. 

Table 4.7.2: Teacher educators’ theoretical base for instructional practices  

Educator Extract on theoretical foundation 
Basis for 

instructional strategy 
Discourse 

Educator ES Yes, my theoretical foundation of this topic is 
inclined or hinging or leaning heavily on 
constructivism. The constructivist theory of 
learning, where I become the coach, I don’t talk 
much…where I pull back and the children begin 
to construct learning from the basic ingredients 
that you have put together. 

…inclined or hinging or 
leaning heavily on 
constructivism 

I use 
constructivism 

Educator EG Ehm…I may not be exact about the theory, but 
what I know from what I’ve been taught is that… 
you know… some of these geographic 
processes … you know…leads to…after 
teaching a particular concept…you 
know…practicals may have to follow…, 
thereby building on what we learnt in class. 

…after teaching a 
particular concept…you 
know…practicals may 
have to follow… 

I am not sure of 
theory but I 
must conform 

Educator EE It was more like following group discussions, 
engaging them in group discussions … it 
actually helps other students that are weak; 
when they are in a group they are able to ask at 
the level of a student …they can always discuss 
with other students at the same level without 
being shy, there is close proximity and 
everything. 

…following group 
discussions, engaging 
them in group 
discussions… 

I had no theory 
base but I 
wanted to 
enforce 
cooperative 
learning  

Educator EH Although I’m not very sure of the theory, but 
basically…I would say I was trying to open 
their minds to what they already know; just 
general knowledge about teaching hygiene. 
Maybe, I would say, we were using this 
information, trying to contextualize it to what 
is happening in their homes, but really I 
wouldn’t say it is a certain specific theory. 

…trying to open their 
minds to what they 
already know… to 
contextualize it to what 
is happening in their 
homes… 

I had no theory 
base but I 
contextualised 
the lesson 

 

In table 4.7.2 Educator ES clearly stated “the constructivist theory of learning” as 

informing his instructional strategy and further detailed the tenets of the theory 

according to his understanding, which are “I become the coach, I don’t talk much” and 

“I pull back”. This suggests he remains in the background and demonstrates where 
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necessary. “Children begin to construct learning…from the basic ingredients that you 

have put together”, which suggests that the educator’s lessons are based on designing 

the learning from available material to engage students in the construction of 

knowledge.  

Educator EG’s opening statement about her theoretical base was, “what I know from 

what I’ve been taught”, which suggests that, while she may not state the exact theory, 

she was conforming to a standard instructional procedure in the discipline in spite of the 

contextual dynamics of her students. 

Although Educator EE could not specify a theory base for her instructional strategy, her 

main aim was to engage the student teachers in cooperative learning, in order to 

promote students’ interdependence and enhance each other’s understanding of the 

poems, while her authority as their educator remained in the background. 

Educator EH could not specify the theory but her approach was aimed at “trying to 

contextualize (the learning) to what is happening in (the student teachers’) homes”. This 

learning could easily lend itself to utilisation of students’ real-life experiences since the 

lesson topic was strongly linked to students’ diverse life contexts. 

In the following section I provide a table for the instructional strategies of each of the 

teacher educators as evident in their interview data. Themes drawn from the survey 

data were utilised in the interview data. However, new discourses also emerged. 

4.7.2.1 Educator ES’s instructional practices 

Table 4.7.2.1 below shows Educator ES’s instructional practices sourced through the 

interview. 

Table 4.7.2.1: Instructional practices – Educator ES 

Extract Code Category/Theme 

Extract on instructional strategy 

In the simplest format I was trying to take the students to the 
very root of what electricity is; a definition which they were 
supposed to discover by doing things. It was supposed to 
evolve out of the activities. As you can see I was avoiding the 
big words, even though the children brought them out… To 
start from the process of observation and end up making 
inferences, that would facilitate the process of defining 
using the very basic words that they could relate to, 
without bringing in terminologies of Ohm’s law, formulas, 

To start from the 
process of 
observation and end 
up making inferences, 
that would facilitate 
the process of 
defining using the 
very basic words that 
they could relate to, 

Real-life 
experiences 
enhance ESL 
through exploration 
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resistance, voltage, current. Those words would come later 
after they have understood this flow. 

without bringing in 
terminologies 

It is like when dealing with displacement, measuring the 
density of a brick, I want to bring the water and the brick 
and I want to displace; they must see. Yes at this level it is 
important to use concrete because that is what they are using 
at the primary school.  

I want to bring the 
water and the brick 
and I want to 
displace; they must 
see 

Real-life 
experiences 
enhance ESL 
through 
demonstration  

When they do displacement reaction in chemistry, you have to 
use the language like; when I was in the village, when an elder 
gets into the bus the child in uniform has to stand up and the 
elder sits there. You have to use examples in context to 
bring that down… 

You have to use 
examples in context 
to bring that down… 

Real-life 
experiences 
enhance ESL as 
analogies 

When you ask most of the time you can tell by the response 
that they have not understood and when you ask a question, 
the first reaction, you can gauge the way they approach it if I 
need to break the language and spice it with objects. 

… break the 
language and spice it 
with objects 

Real-life 
experiences 
enhance ESL 
through 
complementing 
theory 

We want to use the simple language so that they can take 
this language to the children… I use colloquial words, I use 
jokes, I use different words. 

… to use the simple 
language 

Simplified ESL can 
enhance ESL 
proficiency 

The issue for me is not the tenses. When they start 
speaking they speak broken English, it’s not a problem, but is 
communicating. When they answer my questions, and they 
reflect that they have understood the question, whether they 
have used the past tense instead of the present, it is not the 
main issue. The issue is they have responded in a manner that 
they have understood the instructions or they have understood 
the question and they are giving the answer. 

The issue for me is 
not the tenses…but is 
communicating 

Focus on mastery 
of disciplinary 
concepts than ESL 
proficiency 

Extract on assessment of learning 

Yes, even though you noticed much of my assessment was 
continuous; oral continuous formative assessment where I 
could see the learners discussing issues; and how did I 
measure the attainment of the outcomes? In the last 
discussion, the questions I asked and the responses I got, 
I believe that, at the end the learners were able to define 
electricity within the language that was created. 

I could see the 
learners discussing 
issues… In the last 
discussion, the 
questions I asked and 
the responses I got 

Assessment must 
be intertwined with 
learning 

Extract on proposed instructional strategies for major ESL challenges 

Digest your language and bring it down to simple words, 
come, go, stand, sit, and make sure that you talk less and act 
more simple words, come, go, stand.. 

Digest your language 
and bring it down to 
simple words… 

Simplified ESL can 
enhance ESL 
proficiency 

I want to teach English during Science. The challenge is, 
am I good at English myself? I believe I have the ability to 
learn and the ability to communicate. 

I want to teach 
English during 
Science  

Integrating content 
with ESL instruction 
can enhance ESL  

And for those who speak SiSwati, you can explain something 
in SiSwati, but the English must be there. 

… explain something 
in SiSwati, but the 
English must be there 

Code-switching can 
enhance ESL 
proficiency 

I would have had to go back to the root of the problem to 
ensure that the language problem is addressed. And yes it will 

… a kind of 
collaboration with 
other departments, 

Interdisciplinary 
collaboration 
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have to be a kind of collaboration with other departments, 
especially the language department. 

especially the 
language department. 

 

 

 

Figure 4.7.2.1 shows the themes that emerged from educator ES’s data. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.7.2.1: Educator ES’s instructional practices 

4.7.2.1.1 Data interpretation 

a) Instructional strategies 

Instructional strategies used by the educator varied. 

 Use of real-life experiences to explore 

The excerpts prioritise engagement of students in exploration of real-life material as 

developing ESL. The phrase “evolve out of the activities” implies that the educator’s aim 

was to enable the students to discover and derive meanings and definitions of learning 

concepts from exploration and observation of the processes as they manipulated the 

objects in the learning activity. Implied in the excerpts was that the student teachers 

would use their ordinary language in their explanations as they explored real-life 

material, based on their observations of the processes when executing the learning 

tasks. Development of the scientific discourse would emerge from their own research 

of the observed processes subsequent to comprehension of the processes.  

Real-life experiences 
enhance ESL through 

exploration 

Theoretical foundation: 

Constructivist theories 

Strategies for major ESL challenges: 
- Simplify ESL 
- Integrate content with ESL instruction 
- Code-switch 
- Promote interdisciplinary collaboration 
 

Real-life experiences 
enhance ESL in 
demonstration 

 

Simplified ESL can 
enhance ESL proficiency 
 

Real-life experiences 

enhance ESL as analogies 

Real-life experiences 
enhance ESL through 
complementing theory 
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 Use of real-life experiences to demonstrate  

While the previous extracts imply that students’ exploration with real-life material 

develops ESL, some extracts indicate the students’ passive role in the teaching and 

learning context. In the extract, notice the use of the phrase, “I want to displace; they 

must see”. The pronoun “I” points to the educator executing the task while the student 

teachers watch the teacher educators’ action. In this sense, the educator demonstrates 

using real-life material to reinforce understanding. In other words, he coaches the 

student teachers, which is his understanding of the constructivist theory. He used the 

phrase “Yes at this level” which may suggest that, contrary to expectations, at tertiary 

level he prefers to use concrete objects, a practice often adopted at primary level.  

 Use of real-life experiences as analogies  

The educator used the phrase “you have to use examples in context” to make the 

language comprehensible to the students. This is to say he utilised the student teachers’ 

immediate environment or prior knowledge as analogies to contextualise the learning 

and scaffold for ESL development.  

 Use of real-life experiences to complement theory 

While this educator may seem to value real-life material in learning, in some instances, 

the use of concrete objects was secondary to the educator’s talk. The phrase “spice it 

with objects” is metaphorically used to mean objects were used as a secondary strategy; 

otherwise the primary strategy was the use of the educator’s language. It was only when 

the ESL seemed incomprehensible that he introduced the student teachers real-life 

material. In such instances, real-life material complemented theory. 

 Simplification of ESL 

The educator also simplified ESL in his instruction through utilising “colloquial words”, 

“jokes” and “different words”, supposedly to enable transfer of ESL to the students’ 

professional world.  

 Focus on mastery of disciplinary concepts than grammatical accuracy  

The educator was not consistent in the use of student teachers’ experiences for 

enlarging their ESL, rather he paid less attention to grammatical accuracy. The phrase 

“whether they have used the past tense instead of the present, it is not the main issue”. 

“The issue for me is not the tenses…but is communicating” in this extract clearly reflects 

that the educator prioritised understanding of disciplinary concepts than proper 

grammatical ESL structures.  
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b) Assessment of learning 

The educator assessed learning while the lesson was in progress – in discussion groups 

and at the end of the lesson when he questioned groups about the outcomes of their 

observations. This assessment was fundamentally intertwined with the learning. 

c) Proposed instructional strategies for major ESL challenges 

The statement on simplifying ESL presupposes that simplified language ensures 

comprehensibility. The educator also wants to integrate instruction of disciplinary 

content with language learning, where the student teachers will learn ESL from his 

communication with them in the target language. In another statement he included the 

phrase “and for those who speak SiSwati you can explain…” which is a reference to 

educators who share this language with the student teachers. SiSwati is the first 

language to most of the student teachers; therefore the educator suggested that some 

concepts can be explained through code-switching between the target language English 

and the students’ first language SiSwati. The statement confirms the educator’s main 

concern with comprehension of disciplinary content than grammatical ESL expressions. 

This educator also mentioned interdepartmental collaboration and he included 

“especially (with) the language department”, which resonates with his prior suggestion 

of integrating the learning of the ESL with content to develop the language, but, in this 

instance, the language specialists must oversee the integration.  

4.7.2.2 Educator EG’s instructional practices 

Table 4.7.2.2 below shows Educator EG’s instructional practices: 

Table 4.7.2.2: Instructional practices – Educator EG  

Extract Code Category/Theme 

Extract on instructional strategy 

There was a time where I spoke about plates moving 
I wish there I had carried with me practical teaching 
learning aids which would help, you know, just convey 
the message easily …, it came very late that if only, 
maybe, I had just boxes, cuboids, let me say, that 
would have made my work very easy, because it 
minimises even the use of so many words, then 
teaching and learning becomes easy for the students. 

…if only, maybe, I had just 
boxes, cuboids, let me say, 
that would have made my 
work very easy, because it 
minimises even the use of so 
many words 

Real-life experiences 
enhance ESL through 
demonstration  

In today’s topic we were just in class, but later on, for 
this lesson to be very successful, we will have to 
follow it up with a real practical. 

…later on…we will have to 
follow it up with a real 
practical. 

Real-life experiences 
enhance ESL through 
complementing theory 
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…after teaching a particular concept …you 
know…practicals may have to follow. 

…practicals may have to 
follow 

Real-life experiences 
are not essential  

Also make use of the mother (mother 
tongue)…ya…but not always, just to help the 
students grasp the concepts. 

…make use of the mother 
(mother tongue)…ya…but 
not always 

Code-switching 
simplifies ESL 

During the discussion you may have noticed that 
most of the time they used their mother tongue… 
So… much as the general expectation is to use 
English language during lessons, but students have 
this tendency of engaging in their mother tongue so 
that they help themselves familiarize with the 
concepts and see whether they understand 

During the discussion you 
may have noticed that 
most of the time they used 
their mother tongue 

Cooperative learning 
groups avail ESL 
comprehensibility 
through code-switching 

…most of the time they used their mother 
tongue…for me that was no big bother because 
they were trying to say to themselves do I really 
understand what we are talking about here? 

…most of the time they used 
their mother tongue…for me 
that was no big bother 

I focus on mastery of 
disciplinary concepts 
than ESL proficiency 

Extract on assessment of learning 

I think that…though I may not talk about percentages, 
but I think from the presentations one could gauge 
their level of understanding…from the groups 
(discussions) you could see that these students 
were actually understanding what they were talking 
about. 

…from the presentations one 
could gauge their level of 
understanding…from the 
groups (discussions) you 
could see that these 
students were actually 
understanding 

Assessment was 
intertwined with 
learning 

Proposed instructional strategies for major ESL challenges 

Yaa… i would always say if we could make use of 
just simple language…simple English language 
when you converse that would really help.  

…if we could make use of 
just simple language 

Simplify ESL  

maybe, let there be a bridging course which can 
help students, you know, grasp just the basic 
concepts of English language and then use that as 
a basis…ya…use that as a base….But as long as 
they understand something…as long as they have 
the basics, I think there would be no need for that 
course. 

…let there be a bridging 
course which can help 
students, you know, grasp 
just the basic concepts of 
English language 

A bridging course can 
enable comprehension 
of basic concepts 

 

 

Figure 4.7.2.2 below shows the themes that emerged from Educator EG’s data.  
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Figure 4.7.2.2: Educator EG’s instructional practices 

 

4.7.2.2.1 Data interpretation 

a) Instructional strategies 

Instructional strategies used by the educator varied. 

 Real-life experience enhance ESL through complementing theory 

The excerpt indicates that educator EG prioritised theory as transmitted by the educator, 

and students’ real-life experiences simply complemented theory.  

 Real-life experiences are not essential in enhancing ESL 

Notice the use of the modal “may” in Educator EG’s discourse, which supposes that 

real-life experience is not essential for learning. She continued to say “If time allows” 

the students “…would go to a nearby river and … see how erosion takes place – how 

rivers erode and then transport their material, thereby building on what we learnt in 

class”. Clearly, this is a discourse of the secondary role of real-life experience in 

learning.  
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 Real-life experiences enhance ESL through demonstration 

In the statement related to this theme the educator used the phrase “I wish there I had…” 

and “it came very late that if only…” as expressions of an afterthought in using 

hypothetical material to represent the learning concepts. This is elaborated in the phrase 

“…it minimizes the use of so many words”, meaning it counters the students’ ESL 

challenges. Notice that the educator would utilize the hypothetical material to 

demonstrate than to engage students in problem-solving. 

 Code-switching simplifies ESL  

Some strategies were based on modification of ESL. The educator identified code-

switching as another strategy she utilised in her teaching to address the students’ ESL 

challenge. Notice the incomplete expression of “mother tongue” in the response. The 

educator was hesitant when giving this response, probably because the LoLT is 

expected to be exclusively English. Likewise, in her management of cooperative 

learning groups she held a similar view.  

 Cooperative learning groups avail ESL comprehensibility through code-

switching 

The phrase “you may have noticed” may imply that the use of the first language, though 

unexpected in the context, in her view had positive learning outcomes. In her view, 

discussion groups afford the students opportunity to code-switch and enhance their 

negotiation of meaning. Therefore, she condoned code-switching in her lessons. This 

view corroborates her earlier assertion in the survey questionnaire.  

b) Assessment of learning  

This educator evaluated the achievement of learning outcomes in the student teachers’ 

cooperative learning groups and their learning task presentations. Therefore, her 

assessment was intertwined with learning. 

c) Proposed strategy for major ESL challenges 

 Simplification of ESL  

The extract indicates that the educator repeated the phrase “just simple 

language…simple English language” to emphasize her conviction of the positive 

outcomes of the simplification strategy. 
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 A bridging course can enable comprehension of basic concepts 

The phrase “but as long as they understand something” in the above extract suggests 

that while the educator identified the students’ ESL challenges in the written mode (as 

evident in survey and interview response), she felt the student teachers’ current state 

of ESL was sufficient for the purposes of their learning.  

4.7.2.3 Educator EE’s instructional practices 

Table 4.7.2.3 below shows Educator EE’s instructional practices. 

Table 4.7.2.3: Instructional practices – Educator EE  

Extract Code Category/Theme 

Extract on instructional strategy 

Before even explaining and reading line by line I 
had to make some kind of a picture for them 
to sort of understand this kind of such 
traditional, African traditional beliefs that acted 
like a background for the poem that we were 
going to read. With that picture in mind they were 
supposed to make an understanding…it was 
supposed to build onto the understanding of the 
poem. 

I had to make some kind of a 
picture for them to sort of 
understand this kind of such 
traditional, African traditional 
beliefs 

Real-life 
experiences 
enhance ESL as 
analogies 

…it was the reading word for word or line by 
line, explanation and asking them questions 
to make sure that they were actually following, 
up until the end of the poem. Then I had to ask 
them questions based on the poem as a whole 
and then gave them a piece of work to work on 
their own at home.  

…it was the reading word for 
word or line by line, explanation 
and asking them questions to 
make sure that they were 
actually following… then gave 
them a piece of work to work on 
their own at home 

Theory to practice 
enhances ESL 
tasks  

 

I thought maybe I needed to change from the 
lecture method which I earlier on employed to the 
discussion method … You know when you are 
peers it is easy to understand or even ask 
your own peers to explain things to you, so 
somehow I thought it is the best way to go 
because it is less of a teacher being involved. 

You know when you are peers it 
is easy to understand or even 
ask your own peers to explain 
things to you, so somehow I 
thought it is the best way to go 

Cooperative 
learning groups 
afford students 
peer-peer 
interaction 

Extract on assessment of learning 

As I was going about at times they would ask 
me questions. Although I was not up to telling 
them the answers I would actually tell them that 
those are the leads towards the answer, something 
of that sort. 

As I was going about at times 
they would ask me questions 

Assessment was 
intertwined with 
learning 

Extract on proposed instructional strategies for major ESL challenges 

I feel maybe I need to change the teaching 
methods I use…use almost all the methods. ..a 

…use almost all the methods Employ multiple 
perspectives  
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combination of lecture, discussion, question and 
answer to sort of help them,  

…I should also give them more of writing tasks 
that will not be graded so maybe from there they 
should sort of see the way around. 

…give them more of writing 
tasks that will not be graded 

Reduce formally 
assessed written 
tasks  

I must give students more work, because poetry 
doesn’t only need you to read the poems before 
you but you need to know some background 
knowledge of certain things…. and know a bit of 
some culture about whosoever poet that has 
actually written it. So it means a lot of research 
prior to the understanding of the poem.  

…it means a lot of research 
prior to the understanding of 
the poem 

Students’ meta-
learning actions can 
enhance ESL  

 

 

Figure 4.7.2.3 below shows the themes that emerged from Educator EE’s data. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.7.2.3: Educator EE’s instructional practices 

4.7.2.3.1 Data interpretation 

a) Instructional strategies 

Instructional strategies used by the educator varied. 

 Real-life experiences enhance ESL as analogies  

The phrase, “I had to make some kind of a picture for them … that acted like a 

background for the poem” implies that the educator provided verbal explanation of the 

students’ experiences and related it to the new concept. However, tapping into the real-

life experiences was followed by step-by-step explanation of ESL, as stated in the 

Strategies for major ESL challenges: 
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- Enforce meta-learning actions 
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phrase “before even explaining and reading line by line”. The real-life experience could 

not provide a compelling the students to engage in problem-solving. 

 Theory to practice enhances ESL tasks  

This educator’s explanation of “it was the reading…then I had to ask them 

questions…Then I told them…” outlines how she conducted her lesson. According to 

her instructional procedure, the educator transmits the knowledge in parts prior to the 

students’ engagement with the whole; the authentic material. This approach develops 

reliance on the educator for explanation and suppresses meta-learning.  

 Cooperative learning groups afford students peer-peer interaction 

In this extract the educator says she “needed to change from the lecture mode”, which 

indicates that she reflected on the student teachers’ performance and decided to adopt 

an approach that would be more student-centred to enable peer support and reduce 

educator authority.  

b) Assessment of learning 

The phrase “as I was going about” implies that the educator visited the groups during 

the progress of the discussions. Some students enquired from her but she withheld 

answers and hinted on “leads towards the answer”. The educator’s feedback seemed 

to prompt the students to regulate their learning, when in reality the students needed 

confirmation of their constructed knowledge.  

c) Proposed strategy for major ESL challenge 

 Multiple perspectives enhance ESL proficiency  

The educator suggested that she needs to employ “a combination” of strategies in her 

teaching, that is, multiple perspectives. These strategies, however, were not necessarily 

student-centred. Interestingly, her statement, “it’s clear they have serious problems” 

contradicts her earlier assertion of minor ESL challenges among the students. She 

probably reflected on her practice during the course of the data collection period. 

 Formally assessed written tasks impede ESL proficiency 

The given statement suggests that a language challenge in formal assessment 

disengages students from meaningful learning. She suggested that ongoing 

assessment that is intertwined with learning might promote ESL proficiency.  
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 Students’ independent research can enhance ESL proficiency 

This educator also felt she needed to engage students in extensive research prior to 

class discussions. By implication the student teachers would be assigned self-regulated 

learning tasks in order to contribute meaningfully in class discussions and comprehend 

the concept presented in the poems. Ultimately, individual construction of meaning 

would precede cooperative learning.  

4.7.2.4 Educator EH’s instructional practices 

Table 4.7.2.4 below shows Educator EH’s instructional practices: 

Table 4.7.2.4: Instructional practices – Educator EH  

Extract Code Category/Theme 

Extract on instructional strategy 

When we say it should be done like this, they 
should do it practically 

When we say it should be 
done like this, they should 
do it practically 

Real-life experiences 
complement theory 

I just talked about general rules in kitchen hygiene, 
which is what should happen, and I also touched on 
some important areas in the materials that are used in 
the kitchen,  

…talked about general 
rules in kitchen hygiene 

Real-life experiences 
serve as reference 

… considering that this is a tertiary institution, we still 
believe that a lot of the teaching and learning should be 
on the part of the students so we are just guiding them 
through as lecturers… I did try to explain some of the 
things and I believe the rest of the information they 
should gather themselves, on their own.  

…I believe the rest of the 
information they should 
gather themselves, on 
their own 

Students’ meta-
learning actions 
enhance ESL  

Sometimes you can see that the nature of the 
information that you are delivering sometimes you find 
that it is a little bit complicated, …some of the 
information might be a little bit too technical …go back 
and take the students from where they are and 
come back with them to the present level so that 
they can understand you. 

…go back and take the 
students from where they 
are and come back with 
them to the present level 
so that they can 
understand you. 

Real-life experiences 
facilitate scaffolding 

 

As much as you can go back and use a SiSwati name, 
but make sure that you go back to English and try to 
emphasize those things in English… If there is a 
difficulty in the English, just put the SiSwati word 
and then go back to the English. 

If there is a difficulty in the 
English, just put the 
SiSwati word and then go 
back to the English. 

Code-switching 
simplifies ESL  

 

Another thing that can be a barrier, although I try not to 
do it, is when you are just rolling out your English 
(accent)…students may not understand some of the 
things or they might not hear it clearly… But I try to 
make it clear and speak in a friendly manner, 
because that can be another barrier. Speak loud 
enough for them to hear. 

I try to make it clear and 
speak in a friendly 
manner, because that can 
be another barrier. Speak 
loud enough for them to 
hear. 

Paralinguistic cues 
enhance ESL 
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You make sure that you speak the English that is at 
their level because you are not like trying to impress 
somebody with your English …don’t speak those big 
terms, speak what is simple and what is 
understandable if ever they do not understand just 
try and simplify it for them. 

… don’t speak those big 
terms, speak what is 
simple and what is 
understandable if ever 
they do not understand 
just try and simplify it for 
them 

Simplification of ESL  

Extract on assessment of learning 

I would, say I didn’t do any evaluation, I’m still going 
to evaluate, but the contributions that they were 
giving in class showed that they understood the 
lesson… I could see that they were gaining something 
and at the same time contributing towards the lesson 
although it wasn’t officially evaluated. 

…I didn’t do any 
evaluation, I’m still going 
to evaluate, but the 
contributions that they 
were giving in class 
showed that they 
understood the lesson 

On-going assessment 
is not authentic 

Extract on proposed instructional strategies for major ESL challenges 

Well, I don’t know. Maybe the English department 
and the English teachers can say something 
because sometimes they say somebody can speak 
English but fail to write it. 

Maybe the English 
department and the 
English teachers can say 
something 

Engage English 
specialists  

…maybe increasing the standard of evaluation might 
help. If you are evaluating something…I should 
critique it such that I mark even the sentence 
construction, correct spelling and use of the 
language. 

I should critique it such 
that I mark even the 
sentence construction, 
correct spelling and use of 
the language. 

Content courses 
should consider ESL 
errors  

 
Figure 4.7.2.4 below shows the themes that emerged from Educator EH’s data: 
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Figure 4.7.2.4: Educator EH’s instructional practices  

 

 

4.7.2.4.1 Data interpretation 

a) Instructional strategies 

Instructional strategies used by the educator varied. 

 Real-life experiences enhance ESL through complementing theory 

The phrase “when we say…it should be done practically” suggests that Educator EE 

would transmit the theory to the students, and the students would have to respond by 

engaging in the practical activities. In this sense real-life material served to complement 

theory.  

 Real-life experiences enhance ESL as reference 

In this extract the educator included the statement “I also touched on …materials that 

are used in the kitchen…”, which indicates that she made reference to the real-life 

materials, which were the basic subjects of the lesson. She probed the student teachers’ 

prior experiences of real-life material, but could not confront them with challenges that 
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would evoke personal exploration of the lesson concept and subsequent development 

of ESL. 

 Students’ independent research can enhance ESL proficiency  

The statement “learning should be on the part of the students…the rest of the 

information they should gather themselves, on their own” suggests that the student 

teachers should engage in meta-learning. This approach promotes student-centred 

learning, while the educator functions more as a facilitator of learning.  

 Real-life experiences facilitate scaffolding 

In this extract, the educator pointed to information that is “complicated” and “technical”, 

which presents a challenge to the student teachers. She addressed this challenge 

through establishing the students’ prior knowledge to provide appropriate scaffolding. 

This she achieved through questioning the student teachers and further transmitting the 

new knowledge to them.  

 Code-switching simplifies ESL  

This educator suggested that she translates the English instruction into the students’ 

native language to ensure understanding of content.  

 Paralinguistic cues enhance ESL 

The educator asserted that she avoided rolling out her English and spoke loud enough 

in a friendly manner. These are no-linguistic actions which accompany verbal behaviour. 

In essence, this suggests that she adopted an accent that is familiar to the student 

teachers, and tried to be audible enough and approachable in her presentation of 

lessons. This relates mainly to how she presented the spoken form of ESL. 

 Simplification of ESL 

The extract has the phrase “don’t speak those big terms, speak what is simple”, which 

implies that the instructional language must be simplified to ensure comprehension of 

disciplinary concepts without enlarging the students’ acquisition of disciplinary ESL. In 

the educator’s view, learning entails transmitting information to the learner; therefore, it 

must be comprehensible.  

b) Assessment of learning 
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 I assessed students’ contributions but ongoing assessment is not 

authentic 

This educator opens her statement in response to how she evaluated her lesson with “I 

didn’t do any evaluation; I’m still going to evaluate.” Although the students’ contributions 

revealed their comprehension of concepts, according to the educator, “it wasn’t officially 

evaluated”. This suggests the educators’ view of authentic evaluation.  

c) Proposed strategies for major ESL challenge 

 English specialists are better positioned to understand ESL challenges 

The educator felt that evaluation of language use was the prerogative of English 

specialists. Implied in the statement is that language is not related to comprehension of 

disciplinary knowledge, yet every discipline has discipline-related discourse that 

students can acquire along with the content.  

 Interdisciplinary collaboration 

The phrase “increasing the standard of evaluation” implies that some evaluation has 

been employed minimally. Therefore, it may have to be raised if major ESL challenges 

are realised. This statement suggests interdisciplinary collaboration in the development 

of ESL.  

4.8 OBSERVATION OF TEACHER EDUCATORS’ EDUCATION PRACTICES 

(AUDIO-VISUAL LESSON OBSERVATIONS) 

I observed a total of 12 lessons conducted by my teacher educator participants: four 

with Educator ES, three with Educator EG, three with Educator EE and two with 

Educator EH (ref. 3.11.5.6). My observation was dependant on the availability of the 

Educator for observation, thus the number is not even. In my observation of the first 

lessons of each of the educators I discovered that most of the lessons were teacher-

centred and that their consecutive lessons utilised cooperative leaning groups, save for 

the Home Economics lessons. Consequently, in the subsequent lessons I had to record 

student teachers’ dialogues which I managed to capture. As a result, here I provide the 

lesson progress and the students dialogues in discussion groups. Each lesson is 

followed by a description of the lesson activities and an interpretation of all the lessons 

for each educator is at the end of his/her lessons. This stage of data analysis sought to 

ascertain if data from the survey and interviews corroborate the actual instructional 

practices of the teacher educators. 
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4.8.1 LESSONS 

The following data presentation shows lessons for each of the teacher educator 

participants.  

4.8.1.1 Educator ES’ lessons 

I observed four lessons conducted by Educator ES. 

Table 4.8.1.1: Educator ES’s 1st lesson 

Course: Science Lesson: 1 

Topic:  Force of gravity (The lecture was in a Science laboratory. It 
started with some housekeeping information) 

Category/Theme 

Lesson presentation 

This morning we are following the activity that we did and we want to deal 
with the issue of forces in more detail. Can someone read for me from the 
book the introduction…someone read for us please! (The educator wrote 
the title FORCES on the chalkboard) 

 

(A student read the definition of force)  

Can you please stop there? 

Limited student 
involvement 

(Engagement in 
practical) 

We are defining force. Last week we were doing this activity and we said 
we were going to produce graphs relating to the effect of stones on a 
spring. I told you that we were using stones because we did not have the 
weights that we needed and I was telling you that a year from now when 
you go to do your teaching practice… when you go to the schools and find 
certain things I want you to improvise and make plans like I found this 
spring but I could not find the weights but I found stones. (Educator 
showed students the stones in plastic bags). 

Design of learning 
material 

What were the stones representing in this activity? We started with one 
stone and we added another and a third one until we reached ten stones, 
what were the stones representing?  

Students gave different responses; mass, weight 

Repetition of question 

(Focus on ESL) 

What was the title of the activity?  

Student: Force  

Educator: What was the name of the title? The title was the effect of … 

Students (in a chorus response): Force  

Educator: The effect of… 

Students: Force 

Rephrasing of question 

(Focus on ESL) 

(The educator wrote on the chalkboard; The effect of force on a spring. He 
also verbalised the title while he wrote on the chalkboard) 

That was the title I was expecting from you. 

Using multiple 
perspectives 
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What do the stones represent? (A student raised a hand and the 
educator pointed at her to respond) 

Student: The activity 

The stones represent mass. 

Now listen, according to the title of the activity, when you look at the title of 
the activity you begin to identify the variables that are playing within. What it 
is that is influencing the other. The stones it is true they are the mass but 
what are they representing within this activity? It is the effect of a force on a 
spring. We have a spring, isn’t it? 

Students: Yes 

So they represent the force. That is what I am looking for. And we said that 
the reason they are exerting a force is because there is a force that is 
acting on them, do you remember that?  

Students: Yes 

Which force is that? 

Students: Gravity 

The force of gravity. So this is where the story is going. The gravitational 
force is pulling this towards the surface (The educator hung the bag of 
stones on the spring). My son told me the other day that he was taught by 
his Physics doctor in his school. He told them that Scientists are still not 
sure whether the force of gravity is a push or a pull. Are you following? 

Students: Yes 

They are still trying to establish whether when we say objects are pulled 
towards the centre are we accurate. Maybe they are being pushed towards 
the centre. That is why we define the force as a push or a pull. Are you 
following? 

Students: Yes 

In our case, to understand it best, maybe we are pulled towards the 
surface. That is why you are seated the way you are seated. We don’t 
imagine if the force of gravity was not there you would be floating, 
and there would be confusion. Some of you walk in a certain way, you 
wouldn’t be able to walk in that style if there was no force of gravity 
because you would be floating like a leaf. (Students laugh). So these 
stones are actually representing the pulling force and they are they are 
pulling the spring because they themselves are being pulled. Is that clear? 

Students: Yes 

We define force as a push or a pull and that force causes physical change. 
The physical change can be seen, for example, in the way it can cause 
something to bend.  

You know if I were to stretch this spring so much what would 
happen? 

Student: The wire would… 

It would stretch and loose its shape, isn’t it? 

Students: Yes  

I can cause this thing to look straight just using the force, you see 
(The educator pulled the string) 

Initiation-Response-
Evaluation exchanges 

(Limited student 
involvement) 
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When you push a car it will move. You should think about this 
definition in terms of real-life situations.  

(Another student continued to read the definition of force from the handout) 

Above the word ‘bouyant’ write the word ‘upthrust’. You notice that I have 
underlined ‘normal force’ It is because I don’t know the meaning of this 
force as yet, but when I find it I will pass it on. Does anyone know the 
meaning?  
Can you google it up?  

A student read the definition from her cell phone 

(Still defining force the educator) You know what happens if someone is 
running and you are standing in the way of that person, what 
happens, you are pushed. That is the force; he is carrying the force. 
Isn’t it? 

Students: Yes 

Some of you play with the children at home, when the child is running 
then you grab the child and you pull. Your force is greater than that of 
the child so you are able to grab the child. But you can’t do that with 
an adult most of the time. An adult has a greater force, greater mass 
and greater acceleration.  

Objects accelerate. If I do like this (The educator holds a chalkboard 
eraser and drops it) that thing was accelerating that is why it made 
noise. The force of gravity causes it to increase speed and to 
accelerate and to make more noise. 

We need to clarify the terms. 

Why do you say MASS and not MESS? 

Students: No 

It doesn’t matter what you call it but the spelling is M-A-S-S 

(The educator proceeds with explanations on terms related to the topic and 
writes the definitions on the chalkboard) 

I want you to define the terms using your own words. 

 

 

 

Minimal students’ 
involvement in research 

 

 

Real-life experience 
used as analogy 

 

 

Real-life experience 
used as analogy 

  

 

 

Real-life experience 
used as demonstration 
by educator 

 

Direct focus on ESL 

(In concluding the lesson he questions the students). 

What were the stones representing?  

Student: The force 

What was the difference between putting one stone and increasing them? 

Student: The ten stones were greater. 

Excellent, the ten stones exerted a greater size….. 

When you watch television try to watch the National Geographic 
channel and other documentaries you will see how people walk when 
they are on the moon. They walk like they are jumping because there 
is no gravitational force. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Real-life experience 
used as reference 
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Description of lesson 

In this lesson the teacher educator constantly probed the student teachers about their 

knowledge of previous lesson concepts, where he had used real-life material to 

demonstrate to the students, and he linked the previous concept with the present. He 

demonstrated to the students using material from their immediate experiences. He also 

encouraged improvising with real-life material in their lessons when he told them to 

utilise available material in their education practices. However, by implication, the 

student teachers would also transfer the instructional method of demonstrating to their 

professional practice. He made analogies of real-life experiences of the lesson concept. 

He made several references of real-life scenarios relevant to the student teachers, 

where the concept of gravity could be experienced. Most of the disciplinary 

terminologies were defined by the educator. Students were partially engaged in 

research of some terminologies through their cell phones. Otherwise, the lesson was 

dominated by the teacher talk, and IRE exchanges. 

Table 4.8.1.1: Educator ES’s 2nd lesson 

Course: Science Lesson: 2  

Topic: Friction  

Category/Theme 

Lesson presentation 

Educator ES introduced the lesson by instructing students to gather into 
groups of four for discussions. He then referred them to a handout they 
received in an earlier lesson when he introduced the concept of force and 
mentioned ‘friction’ as another form of force. The educator had brought into 
the lecture room a bicycle which the students had to observe closely 
and identify three parts of the bicycle where friction was intense and 
three where friction was reduced. The educator spent about 15 minutes 
explaining the contents of the handout and defining friction through asking 
students read from the handout. Students were permitted to use any 
word that would capture a description of those parts and use any 
language in their discussion, but he expected their written responses to be 
in English. He told the students that their written work would be assessed.  

He constantly reminded students to observe the bicycle. During the 
discussions, the educator would move around the classroom attending 
to the students’ queries on the learning task. 

Use of cooperative learning 
groups 

Real-life material for 
exploration 

Focus on ESL 

Code-switching permitted in 
discussions 

Formal assessment of 
learning task  

Assessment intertwined with 
learning 

Student teachers’ activities 

Students formed groups of four. Two of the students rode the bicycle 
inside the classroom. Students had to observe which parts would 
contact each other while the bicycle was in motion. Some students 
browsed the Internet in their cell phones, researching about their tasks. 
They also consulted their dictionaries and looked closely at the 
diagrams of bicycles. Others made sketches in their books while 
demonstrating to others and in their written presentations. Students rarely 
moved towards the bicycle to observe it at close range and the educator 
would remind them to do so. At the end of the lesson students submitted 
their written group responses to the educator. 

 

Students’ engagement in 
practical learning activity 

Internet search 

Library research 

Description of learning 
concepts 

No consolidation of learning 
task 
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Description of lesson 

Student teachers executed learning tasks in groups and each group had a reasonable 

number of members. However, the handout given in a previous lesson already had 

definitions of the concept of friction, which the teacher educator instructed some 

students to read. The bicycle was within the students’ real-life experiences. Its presence 

generated interest among them, but most of them could not observe it closely to execute 

the task as expected, in spite of several calls by their educator. The task was within the 

students’ interests and life context, but instead they engaged in library research; they 

browsed the Internet, consulted their dictionaries and studied diagrams of bicycles. 

They also projected their understanding through sketches of bicycles in their notebooks. 

This was probably because the educator had openly announced that the task would be 

graded. The educator openly permitted them to use code-switching in their groups 

discussions. Written work would be formally assessed. He visited groups for feedback, 

but would sometimes stop them to explain the task. The lesson was not consolidated. 

Table 4.8.1.1: Educator ES’s 3rd lesson 

Course : Science Lesson: 3  

Topic: Friction  

Category/Theme 

Lesson presentation 

The first group of students was taught this lesson in lesson 2. He introduced 
the lesson in a similar manner as the previous lesson by instructing students 
to gather into groups of four for discussions. He then referred them to a 
handout he had given them in an earlier lesson when he introduced the 
concept of force and mentioned ‘friction’ as another form of force. The 
educator had brought into the classroom a bicycle which the students 
had to observe closely, and identify three parts of this bicycle where 
friction was intense and three where friction was reduced. Nonetheless, 
the educator spent about 15 minutes explaining the contents of the 
handout and defining friction through asking students to read from the 
handout. The educator openly allowed the students to use any word they felt 
comfortable to use when describing the parts and discuss in either English 
or SiSwati, but he expected their responses to be in English. Unlike in the 
previous lesson, in this lesson the educator did not tell the students that he 
would assess their tasks. During the discussions, the educator would move 
around the classroom checking the students’ progress in responding to the 
task.  

Use of cooperative learning 
groups 

Real-life material for 
exploration 

Direct focus on ESL 

Code-switching permitted in 
discussions 

Assessment intertwined with 
learning  

(Learning Task Feedback) 

Student teachers’ activities  

Students formed groups of four. Two of the students rode the bicycle 
inside the classroom to demonstrate which parts would contact each 
other while the bicycle was in motion. Students observed the bicycle 
closer in order to respond to the learning task. I could hear some group 
members commenting about friction between the surfaces rubbing on 
the bicycle, e.g., the tyres and the ground. The group discussions were 
both in the SiSwati language and in English. Students seemed to be more 
enthusiastic in their discussions. Members from the groups explored the 
bicycle at a closer range and even exchanged their ideas next to the 

Students’ engagement n 
learning task 

Students’ exploration of real-
life material  

Code-switching in group 
discussions 

Exploratory discussions 

Description of learning 
concepts 
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bicycle. In this lesson, students did not use their phones to access the 
Internet like the previous group and did not refer to diagrams in their 
dictionaries. Some portrayed their ideas in drawings. I noticed one group 
that did not move closer to the bicycle and therefore moved closer to them to 
ascertain why they continued with their discussion without exploring the 
object of discussion. The response was that they were familiar with the 
object and, therefore, they were simply using their experiences in their 
discussion. At the end the written tasks were not submitted to the educator.  

Students’ real-life experience 

Lesson not consolidated and 
no written work submitted 

 

Description of lesson 

With this group, the educator presented the lesson in a similar manner as lesson 2. 

Student teachers engaged in cooperative group discussions. They were permitted to 

use code-switching in group discussions. The educator did not pronounce any formal 

assessment of the task. What seems to be remarkable in this lesson is that the students 

explored the bicycle and discussed it enthusiastically in their groups. These discussions 

extended beyond friction within the bicycle parts to also include other surfaces in contact 

with the bicycle. Students made sketches to represent their knowledge. The educator 

visited the groups to check their progress. I could not, however, capture his actual 

feedback. Requests for further explanation from groups from the educator were limited. 

The discussions spanned over a longer period than in the previous class. The written 

work was not collected. 

Table 4.8.1.1: Educator ES’s 4th lesson 

Course: Science Lesson: 4  

Topic: Electrical energy. What is it? How does it work? 

Category/Theme 

Lesson presentation 

Educator ES told students to divide themselves into groups of 4-5. He 
instructed two students to distribute to each of the groups wires, cells 
and bulbs which students would connect for their tasks. He also gave 
the students guidelines written in question format in a handout and alerted 
students to observe the brightness of the light as they connected their 
circuits. He spent less than 10 minutes when presenting the task. Educator 
visited groups to check group progress and whenever called to observe 
results.  

The educator concluded the lesson in a class discussion of findings from 
each group, which he led.  

Use of cooperative learning 
groups 

Real-life material used for 
exploration 

Guidelines for observation 
offered 

 

Assessment intertwined with 
learning 

Lesson consolidated by 
educator 
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Student teachers’ activities 

Students in each of the groups participated; one holding the cells to 
stabilise them, others attaching the wires to the cells and bulbs. They 
looked fascinated by what they saw. They changed the connections on 
their own. Some would call the educator to show him what they had 
observed. There were discussions among members whenever one 
wanted to try a different connection and observe the intensity of the 
light in each of the bulbs resulting from the new connection. Students would 
increase or decrease the number of cells and keep observing. Students 
enquired about electric wiring in houses.  

 

Learner engagement 

(Promotive interdependence) 

Self-directed learning 

Exploratory discussions 

Extension of knowledge 

 

Description of lesson 

Students engaged in the learning task in cooperative learning groups. Available learning 

material from students’ real-life experiences was used for executing learning tasks. 

Students regulated their learning through manipulating their equipment in various ways. 

They also observed and explored results using trial and error. They had exploratory 

talks while they manipulated the material. Students used code-switching in their 

communication within the groups. They rarely requested further explanation but instead 

wanted to share their discoveries with their educator. The exploration prompted further 

enquiries related to the tasks.  

4.8.1.1.1 Interpretation of educator ES’s lessons 

The educator utilised real-life material and students’ real-life experiences differently. In 

some instances he referred to real-life analogies of the lesson concept and used real-

life material to demonstrate to the student teachers (lesson 1). These real-life analogies 

and demonstrations were all within the transmission mode. Therefore, he served the 

role of a transmitter of knowledge than a facilitator of learning. This was some form of 

scaffolding which deprived students’ active engagement in problem-solving and 

knowledge construction. Students were briefly engaged in a search for meanings of 

some terminologies since meanings were largely provided by the educator. Ultimately, 

students were recipients. Where he had designed the learning task with available 

learning material from students’ real-life experiences, (which had not been designed to 

represent specific rules to adhere to when executing the learning task) (lesson 4), 

students engaged in exploration through manipulating equipment in various ways and 

exploring results using trial and error. This resulted in construction of meaning of 

concepts from observation as reflected in the consolidation of the task. At the 

consolidation stage they began to enquire about some terminology related to electricity. 
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The mere presence of real-life objects created interest and motivation among the 

student teachers, coupled with vibrant communication. It also facilitated a recall of the 

students’ similar experiences of the concept of friction (lesson 3). Some student 

teachers in this lesson were keen to explore the bicycle and further reflected on their 

prior knowledge to construct an understanding of the concept of friction. They could 

extend their understanding of the main concept of learning to other concepts, e.g., 

friction between a bicycle and the ground (lesson 3) and enquiry about wiring in houses 

(lesson 4).  

It seems assessment tended to restrict students’ exploration of real-life concepts to gain 

understanding (lesson 2). Educator ES had mentioned in lesson 2 that their learning 

task would be assessed, while in lesson 3 of the same topic, with a different group, 

assessment was not mentioned. Where assessment was mentioned students could not 

explore the concept (bicycle) to gain understanding of the lesson concept (friction). 

Instead, some student teachers consulted reference material, such as the dictionary 

and the Internet in their cell phones, and closely explored the diagrams as they 

discussed among themselves. Others made sketches of the bicycle in their written 

tasks. It would seem assessment of the task distracted the students from observing the 

real-life material. Rather, they engaged in research actions that would provide instant 

responses with minimal engagement in the process of exploration to gain 

understanding.  

Students formed cooperative learning groups with a reasonable number of members, 

which enabled productive participation and positive interdependence (lesson 2, 3 & 4). 

They assisted each other in manipulating tasks (lesson 4) and doing research (lesson 

2). However, in these discussion groups students were openly permitted to use any 

language in their discussions, save for the written task (lesson 2 & 3), in spite of the 

knowledge that the LoLT was English. This was probably meant to ensure a 

communicative class without restrictions of language. However it contradicted an effort 

to enhance the students’ ESL proficiency through communicating in the language. It, 

however, corroborated one of the instructional strategies Educator ES suggested could 

be used during the interview, which was translating the English into the students’ first 

language.  

In some instances the students were engaged partially in researching some terminology 

from their cell phones (lesson 1) and reading definitions (lesson 2 & 3). This action could 

not engage them fully in construction of meaning to acquire the terminology. It amounted 

more to transmission of knowledge. Educator ES’s instructional practice corroborated 
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all the data in the survey and interview. This data further revealed how students 

engaged in tasks in response to assigned learning tasks. 

4.8.1.2 Educator EG’s lessons 

I observed three lessons conducted by educator EG.  

Table 4.8.1.2: Educator EG’s 1st lesson 

Course: Geography Lesson: 1 

Topic: Landforms  (The lesson was in a classroom) 

Category/Theme 

Lesson presentation 

We are dealing with Geography, one part of Geography. Do you 
remember that I said we will explore an aspect of Geography which is 
called geomorphology?  

Students: Yes 

Remember that I said if time allows we will explore the first aspect which 
has astronomical bodies. Niyakhumbula loko? [Do you remember 
that?] 

Students: Yes 

Today I want us to talk about those astronomical bodies. 

(The educator then asked a question which the recorder could not 
capture) 

Student: (Raising a hand) Something that is spherical  

Something spherical. Something which is spherical in your perception 
yini, what is it?  

Student: The earth 

The earth is one example of something that is spherical. Today 
specifically we are going to talk about the earth. “Geo” meaning “earth”. 

Educator code-switching 
(Code-switching used as 
repetition for emphasis) 

We are breaking the word. We want to talk about this aspect. These 
words, you know, are broken down from a Greek word. Let’s talk about 
‘morph’. When we talk about morph what are we talking about?  

Student: Form 

We are talking about the form. In the case of the earth we will explore 
something which has to do with specifically landforms. We will see how 
they are shaped, how their shape changes to a type and the like. They 
change in form and all the other aspects. And then we talk about ‘logos’, 
what is it?  

Student: A study 

It is just a study. So when we talk about geomorphology, in your own 
words, what can you say geomorphology is? 

Student: I think it is the study of how the earth is formed. 

We are talking about the study of how the earth is formed but in this 
case we want to focus our attention specifically on landforms. So we are 
concerned about how these landforms originate and how they change in 

IRE exchanges (Limited 
student involvement) 
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form with time due to a number of processes. Okay! Now we want to 
move on and look at landforms. When we are looking at landforms we 
are talking about certain features of the landscape. Give examples of 
such features. 

Students: Mountains, rivers (Educator writes on chalkboard) 

In this case we are focusing on landforms, rivers will flow through. 
Something which is a landform, what is that something?  

Student: A valley (Educator writes on chalkboard) 

A valley is a landform. Those are some of the examples; can you please 
give us more? 

Student: Ridges (Educator writes on chalkboard) 

I missed what you were saying, oceanic from the word “ocean”. You 
want to say more? 

 

Student: Rocks (Educator writes on chalkboard) 

Rocks are still landforms, but we want to talk about particular features of 
a landform. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Educator explains derivation 
of term 

(Simplification of ESL) 

Anyway, at the end of this period I would like you to come and view 
these landforms. Even though these are small pictures, you will be able 
to view these features we are talking about, so that when you are 
travelling you will be able to identify them. With me I have a picture of a 
valley, in most cases we have a river flowing through it. (The educator 
holds a chart showing pictures of the landforms). We also have 
examples of hills…we have examples of plains and 
 other features formed through soil. (The educator continues to talk 
about all the pictures on the chart). 

Educator shows pictures of 
real-life features  

(Hypothetical material used 
for demonstration) 

Now let me take your minds briefly to this. I’m sure some of you have 
heard about that which we call a core. (Drawing two circles on the 
chalkboard; a smaller circle inside a bigger circle) 

Educator elicits students’ 
prior knowledge 

(Real-life as reference) 

Educator writes on 
chalkboard (Using multiple 
perspectives) 

Not only the core but something related to the core 

Students: The mantle (In a chorus) 

Eh eh lethendensi yekutsi nikhulume nje sinoma (Your tendency of 
speaking anyhow) Raise up your hands. 

Student: (After raising a hand) Continental crust 

Educator code-switching 

(Code-switching used for 
class management) 

If we have the continental crust we also have the other crust, the 
oceanic crust (writing on the chalkboard). If you look at this map 
(Educator holding a chart showing the map of the world), even though 
those at the back may find it hard to see, but I know you are able to see 
the blue part which is the ocean. These are the colours of the continent 
(Educator pointing at the map). We are talking about different continents 
that form the crust (Educator continued to talk about the features on the 
map) 

Educator shows concepts of 
the lesson on the map 

(Real-life experiences used 
as demonstration by 
educator) 
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At the core we have temperatures which can go up to 36000 C. It can 
make the rock material not to be the same as the one we have on the 
crust. This uses a certain term.  

Students: Molten 

It is at a molten state. This means that if you would compare it to 
something you know you would use sour porridge or thin porridge as 
your example.  

Educator compares molten 
to thin porridge 

(Real-life experience used 
as an analogy) 

The core supplies its material to the mantle and the mantle supplies 
material to the crust…there is continuous addition of this material 
(Educator drawing arrows on the diagram on the chalkboard to explain 
the process).  

Educator drawing on 
chalkboard (Using multiple 
perspectives) 

I want you to see the names of these crusts (The educator gives the 
students handouts showing the world map with labels). 

Students given hand outs 
(Using multiple perspectives 

As the lesson ended, and the students moved out of the classroom, 
some students viewed the pictures of the landforms which were on the 
wall. 

 

 

Description of lesson 

The educator reminded student of prior knowledge. Her use of multiple perspectives 

involved IRE exchanges, use of the chalkboard to draw a diagram and to write new 

disciplinary vocabulary. She used students’ real-life experiences as analogy and 

hypothetical material for demonstration and students’ viewing after the lecture. The 

students’ involvement in the lesson was minimal.  

Table 4.8.1.2: Educator EG’s 2nd lesson 

Course: Geography Lesson:2  

Topic: Endogenetic processes 

Category/Theme 

Lesson presentation 

 Educator EG reminded the students about major concepts in the previous 
lesson which was on landforms. She proceeded to inform students about the 
day’s lesson, which was on endogenetic processes, processes that occur in the 
formation of some landforms. She instructed students to gather into their 
groups for discussion. These were groups of 6-8 students. The educator 
gave each group stapled pieces of paper, each with the names of the group 
members and the process they would discuss: folding, faulting, earthquakes and 
volcanic eruptions. While students continued with their group discussions, the 
educator moved around the lecture room checking each groups’ progress. 
She gave an explanation of the concept when called by a group and further 
made illustrations on a paper to complement her explanation. As the 
lesson progressed the educator announced that two of the groups would 
make their presentations. 

Prompts prior learning 
experiences  

Use of cooperative learning 
groups 

Assessment intertwined with 
learning 

Provision of answers in 
learning task feedback 

Learning task consolidation 
midstream 
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Student teachers’ activities 

Some consulted their textbooks, surfed the Internet in their phones, used 
sketches to demonstrate to others and even simulated concepts using 
some other material to explain processes that occur on the landforms. Some 
group members had disagreements about the concept of faulting and one 
of the members decided to call the educator. They code-switched between 
their first language and the second language, but some used English 
exclusively. Two groups presented in the middle of the lesson, and other 
members questioned and commented on their presentation. Group 
discussions continued. There was no lesson task consolidation at the end of the 
learning period.  

 

Library research 

Description of learning 
concepts 

Exploratory talk 

Code-switching in groups 

Learning Task 
Consolidation midstream 

 

Description of lesson 

The educator spent limited time when presenting the task. The cooperative learning 

groups were probably base groups because the topics of discussion had already been 

assigned to the students. Group members engaged in exploratory discussions. In other 

groups the students code-switched when communicating. They engaged in library 

research through referring to diagrams in their textbooks, browsing the Internet in their 

cell phones. They also described their constructed knowledge in sketches on their 

notebooks to demonstrate to others. They even simulated concepts to clarify their points 

of view. The educator intertwined assessment with learning but could not elicit meta-

learning actions. The lesson was consolidated before the end of the discussions. 

Table 4.8.1.2: Educator EG’s 3rd lesson 

 Course: Geography Lesson:3  

Topic: Exogenetic processes  

Category/theme 

Lesson presentation 

Educator EG introduced the day’s lesson which was on exogenetic forces. 
She reviewed the previous lesson, which was on endogenetic forces and 
linked it with the present lesson. She spent limited time on the presentation 
of the task. She then instructed students to gather into their groups. 
Members in a group ranged from 5-8. The educator had the discussion 
tasks printed on different pieces of paper which would serve as a focus for 
each of the groups, which were effects of erosion on rocks, effects of 
temperature changes on rocks and weathering caused by animals, plants, 
frost etc. 

Reviews prior learning 

Scaffolding of new knowledge 

Use of cooperative learning 
groups 

Student teachers’ activities 

In the discussions students code-switched between their first language 
and the second language but some used English exclusively. Some 
consulted their textbooks, surfed the Internet in their cell phones and 
used sketches to demonstrate to others.  

 

Code-switching in group 
discussions 

Library research 

Description of constructed 
knowledge 

 

Description of lesson 
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Educator EG planned cooperative learning groups to discuss on different topics which 

were printed on separate pieces of paper. In the discussions the students were code-

switching, engaged in library research through using textbooks, browsed the Internet in 

their cell phones, and described their constructed knowledge in sketches in their 

exercise books to illustrate their claims. Interactions were largely in code-switched 

communication. A few discussions were in the LoLT, ESL. The discussions were mainly 

exploratory and concepts of the discussions were based on students’ real-life 

experiences. 

4.8.1.2.1 Interpretation of Educator EG’s lessons 

Educator EG utilized real-life concepts differently in her lessons. She used hypothetical 

material in the form of pictures and an analogy of a real-life concept (lesson 1), but could 

not utilize these concepts to confront the students with a challenge that would immerse 

them in problem-solving and compel meta-learning actions. The pictures of landforms, 

and their names were simply pinned on the wall for the students to view after the lesson, 

and the real-life example was simply mentioned as a reference. Since she disseminated 

information, learning was not interactive and the new vocabulary did not evolve out of 

negotiated meanings among the students. While the educator may have used multiple 

perspectives of presenting knowledge, it was all within the transmission mode of 

learning. Therefore in the first lesson, IRE exchanges dominated. Seemingly, the 

educator did not subscribe entirely to the use of students’ real-life experiences to 

promote construction of meaning. In her interview, it transpired that real-life material 

served to complement verbally transmitted knowledge by the educator.  

In the cooperative learning groups, however, the students had to explore different 

features of landforms assigned to them as tasks written on paper (lesson 3 & 4). These 

were drawn from real-life concepts. The educator seemed prepared for students’ group 

learning tasks. The discussions were exploratory. Students used multiple perspectives 

to regulate their learning; that is, library research through textbooks and the Internet. 

They also represented their knowledge in sketches and simulations to negotiate 

meaning of terminologies in their groups. However, code-switching was prevalent in 

most of the groups, save for a few. This corroborated her claim in the interview that 

cooperative groups availed an opportunity for students to use their first language, in 

spite of the LoLT being English. The educator stated that she was comfortable with the 

code-switching since she could evaluate the students’ content knowledge. Her 

assessment of the learning was intertwined with learning; in discussions (lesson 2 & 3), 

and presentations (lesson 2), but it focused on the content and the development of ESL 
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was neglected. Her realisation of the student’s lack of ESL proficiency (as reflected in 

the survey and interview) could not transfer to pedagogical strategies that would 

promote ESL. Code-switching could impede communication aimed at developing the 

students’ ESL proficiency. The observation data also reflected her use of hypothetical 

material, which she omitted in the interview data. These were, however, used for 

demonstration by the educator and independent viewing by the students (lesson 1). 

4.8.1.3 Educator EE’s lessons 

I observed three lessons conducted by educator EE.  

Table 4.8.1.3: Educator EE’s 1st lesson 

Course: English Lesson:1  

Topic: Literary devices in a short story  

Category/Theme 

Lesson presentation 

Educator EE introduced the lesson by telling students the topic for the day. 
She explained and elaborated on each of the literary devices in a short 
story, giving examples in some instances. She used a PowerPoint 
presentation to project the points on each of the devices. She often 
used examples of the devices from a handout to elaborate. 
Occasionally, she would ask for examples from the students. 

Theory to practice 

Direct focus on ESL 

Minimal student involvement 

 Direct focus on ESL 

If no response came forth, she would supply the response. The teacher 
educator made a correction to a wrong pronunciation of ‘imagery’ but 
further commended the student for making the attempt to answer. 
However, the lesson was dominated by the teacher educator, explaining and 
giving examples right up to the end. One example that seemed exciting to the 
students was at the beginning of the lesson when she explained the writer’s 
purpose in a short story. She gave the example of a story they could write 
about their own experiences of trying to get enrolled for study at the 
college several times and being rejected up until they were finally 
admitted. She stated that they could have experienced the hardships 
personally, but then decide to write a story through using other characters to 
convey the message in the story. The lesson ended with the teacher 
summing up the devices discussed in the lecture. 

Motivation 

Real-life experience used as 
analogy 

Lesson consolidated by 
educator 

Student teachers’ activities 

Only a few students responded to the educator’s questions. In one instance a 
student said she could see an ‘imaginery’ in one of the stories and the 
teacher corrected her wrong pronunciation. Occasionally, she would invite 
questions from the students, but students asked only once. It is only in 
one instance where a student enquired about the difference between 
two devices; a theme and a purpose.  

 

Minimal involvement of 
students 

 

Description of lesson 

It appears the students had been given a handout earlier on, which had some short 

stories they had to read prior to their classroom lesson. The educator focused directly 

on the disciplinary jargon, which she defined and occasionally invited examples from 
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students. She also corrected the students’ misconstrued vocabulary. She used the 

students’ real-life experiences as an analogy when she related a concept about their 

admission at the institution. The lesson was teacher-dominated and with very minimal 

students’ involvement. 

Table 4.8.1.3: Educator EE’s 2nd lesson 

Course: English Lesson:2 

Topic:  Drawing up a lesson plan to develop the listening and speaking 
skill 

Category/Theme 

Lesson presentation 

The lecture was in a lecture theatre. Educator EE introduced the lesson by 
telling students to divide themselves into groups of 10. In each of the 
groups they would design a lesson plan whose objectives would be to 
develop listening and speaking skills. The product of these discussions in 
each of the groups would be written in two separate copies: one would be 
submitted at the end of the lesson and the other would be used for 
presentations by the students in the next lesson. The educator further told the 
students to list their names on the first page of each copy and mark with an 
asterisk the name of whoever would not have participated in the group 
discussion. She emphasized the need to discuss and reach an 
agreement on what they would finally write on their scripts since they would 
be evaluated on a group effort. The educator checked students’ progress 
in group discussions. The lesson was not consolidated. 

Use of cooperative learning 
groups 

Enforcing promotive 
interdependence 

Enforcing exploratory talk 

Assessment was intertwined 
with learning 

Group size inconsistent 

Student teachers’ activities 

Students formed groups of 10 or more while one group had four 
members. The seats in the lecture hall were fixed in a linear fashion, such 
that the sitting arrangement could not curve to allow for each of the students 
to have a full view of all the participants in a group. In order to gain a full view 
of each other, some students remained seated while others had to stand or sit 
on adjacent desks to face the seated students. As a result of this sitting 
arrangement, some of the groups with 10 or more members eventually 
unintentionally split into two discussions groups within a group. One group, 
which had positioned itself at the platform and, therefore, did not have 
constrictions with the sitting arrangement, intentionally divided itself into 
two groups in order to produce the two copies of the task (what I 
gathered upon enquiry). In some groups they would advise each other on 
the proper structure of the genre, the specific jargon within the genre, 
the construction of sentences and the correct spellings of words. In 
some groups the students code-switched between their first language and 
English but the written task was exclusively in English.  

 

Self-management 

Focus on ESL errors 

Code-switching 

 

Description of lesson 

The educator used cooperative learning groups and the sizes of the groups were mostly 

large and inconsistent. The fixed design of furniture in the lecture theatre could not 

enable close proximity of members in a group. Some groups split into two groups to 

enable discussions. The educator tried to promote interdependence through 

emphasizing on participation. She also emphasized on exploratory talk in groups in 
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order to ensure negotiated meanings. She also announced formative assessment of the 

learning task. Students were code-switching in their discussions. Discussions were on 

the proper design of a disciplinary genre as the concept of the lesson. Students also 

exercised self-management through splitting groups and attending to language errors. 

Assessment was intertwined with learning as evident in the educator’s visit to attend to 

students’ enquiries and checking on students’ progress.  

Table 4.8.1.3: Educator EE’s 3rd lesson 

Course: English Lesson:3  

Topic: Poetry – A review on comparing two poems 

Category/Theme 

Lessons preparation 

Educator EE returned marked test scripts of the students in this lesson which 
was based on Two poems on Abiku. A majority of the students had 
performed poorly in the test. She called for suggestions from the students on 
how the scores could be improved. After the students’ suggestions the 
educator decided that the students should form groups and discuss the 
test question in order to afford students peer-peer assistance to rectify 
their responses. The educator set no parameters on the composition of the 
groups – i.e., no specific number of members in a group. The educator 
moved from one group to another as the discussions continued, 
checking progress. With some groups she would give hints to the 
correct responses while in others she would reflect the question back 
to them. 

Use of cooperative learning 
groups 

Goal of cooperative learning 
group discussion 

Assessment was intertwined 
with learning 

Eliciting meta-learning actions 

Student teachers’ activities 

Student made suggestions on how they could improve their grades. One 
suggested that they gather into groups for a discussion of the answers. 
Another student suggested the total score should be reduced by 15 – 20 
marks, to raise scores which were below the passing mark. There were some 
shouts of ‘yes!’ to the suggestion of reducing the passing mark. Before the 
educator could finish summing up the suggestions, one student enquired on 
how the reduction of the passing mark would enhance their understanding of 
the correct responses to the question, in case they encountered similar 
questions in another assessment task. The resolution to form discussion 
groups was not well accepted by a majority of the students, judging from the 
intensity of the murmuring from the students. Students gathered into groups 
to discuss. Groups made their own judgements of the group 
composition. Students moved from one group to another, comparing their 
responses and copying correct responses. Students submitted their scripts to 
two members of the class who then handed them over to the educator. 

 

Self-management of 
discussion groups 

 

Description of lesson 

The educator’s used cooperative learning groups to improve the test scores. The 

composition of the groups was not specified. The discussions were not necessarily on 

understanding how to compare and contrast the poems as the requirement of the 

question in the test, since students simply transferred correct responses from their 
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peers. The educator visited groups while the discussions were in progress and elicited 

meta-learning actions.  

4.8.1.3.1 Interpretation of educator EE’s lessons 

The educator used a real-life analogy (lesson 1) when explaining one of the literary 

devices and it seemed to capture the students’ attention, since they could relate to it, 

but it was not utilised to immerse them in an ESL challenge. Students were expected to 

transfer the theory, as defined by the educator, to practise through identifying the events 

in the story. Students were not challenged to regulate their learning and construct 

meanings of the disciplinary jargon. Ultimately, the lesson resembled the conventional 

mode of language learning, where the educator transmits information and the students 

are recipients.  

The educator also utilized cooperative learning groups (lesson 2 & 3). However, the 

intended outcomes (lesson 3), the group composition and classroom setting (lesson 2 

& 3) impacted on the performance of these groups. In lessons 2 and 3 the group size of 

a minimum of 10 could not enable effective communication of all members. 

Furthermore, the fixed floor design restricted close proximity of members, owing to their 

number. In lesson 3 the educator did not specify the group size, therefore students used 

their discretions to constitute the groups. She may have viewed this liberty to self-

compose their groups as some form of self-regulation by the students, yet it is the 

facilitator of learning’s duty to constitute groups. This composition negatively impacted 

meaningful discussions that could promote ESL. It seems the educator did not view 

group composition and sitting arrangement as a variable for effective communication 

within the groups.  

In lesson 2, some groups split their members into two subgroups to ensure that every 

member was involved since assessment would be based on group effort. It would seem 

assessment of the task prompted students’ classroom management actions in order to 

enhance communication. Although the learning task was on a lesson plan genre, group 

members also negotiated sentence constructions within the genre and orthography.  

The educator’s feedback to the class and the groups that called her for assistance 

limited the students’ urge to regulate their own learning and understand the language in 

the poems (lesson 3). In her interview, she indicated that at times she would give hints 

to correct answers, at other times she reflected the question back to the members. 

However, students had reflected poor performance in the concept of the lesson, but this 
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lesson aimed to improve the students’ grades as opposed to engaging students in 

interdependent learning to enhance understanding and eventually succeed.  

4.8.1.4 Educator EH’s lessons 

I observed two lessons conducted by educator EH.  

Table 4.8.1.4: Educator EH’s 1st lesson 

Course: Home Economics Lesson:1 

Topic: Knitting  

Category/Theme 

Lesson presentation 

Educator EH introduced the lesson by defining the term ‘knitting’, 
explaining other concepts related to knitting and stating the required 
equipment for knitting. The educator would write the new terminologies 
and abbreviations on the chalkboard after each explanation. At some 
point she picked up knitting needles and demonstrated how to judge 
their sizes. She also referred students to a page in their textbooks where this 
information was available. Occasionally, she would pose questions to the 
students without necessarily expecting answers, since she provided the 
answers and progressed with the explanations. At the end of the 
explanations, she started demonstrating to the students how to knit. In 
her demonstration, she switched between SiSwati and English as she 
linked the terminologies she had defined earlier on in English with the 
process. 

Direct focus on ESL 

Use of multiple perspectives 

Real-life material used for 
demonstration 

Code-switching by educator 

Translation 

She likened the first knot to a loop made when tying oxen. While 
demonstrating, she warned students to watch her carefully before proceeding 
with their knitting tasks. She invited students to consult her for further 
demonstration if needed. With students who had extreme difficulty in 
capturing the steps, she would pick up the student’s pair of knitting 
needles and show him/her how to execute the task. At end of the lesson 
the educator told students to progress right to the end. 

Real-life experience used as 
analogy 

Student teachers’ activities 

Students had their knitting needles and wool. Some students had already 
started knitting before the class commenced and also continued during 
the course of the lesson. While some students copied the explanations from 
the chalkboard, others were less concerned with listening to the educator but 
tried to figure out how to use the knitting needles and the wool to create 
a knitted fabric. Others were literally coaching each other on the process 
as the educator progressed with explanations. A crowd of students gathered 
around the educator with each one of them awaiting his/her turn to be 
assisted. Others would consult their peers who seemed to be 
progressing smoothly with the task. For subsequent steps students 
mainly assisted each other in executing the task.  

 

Self-management of learning 
task 

Peer support 

 

Description of lesson 

The educator made an analogy of a familiar concept when explaining one of the 

disciplinary concepts to alert students of their similarities. She mainly disseminated 

information, focused on ESL through defining complex disciplinary jargon and further 
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translated it into the students’ first language when assisting them in executing their 

tasks. Some students practised self-management of their task since they were eager to 

explore the process independently. The educator, however, demonstrated the process. 

The educator invited students who needed assistance even after she had defined the 

key concepts. Students offered each other peer–peer assistance.  

Table 4.8.1.4: Educator EH’s 2nd lesson 

Course: Home Economics Lesson:2 

Topic: Kitchen hygiene 

Category /Theme 

Lesson presentation 

Educator EH commenced the lesson by referring students to a handout she 
had given the students in a previous lesson. She questioned students and 
they responded mainly in chorus answers and rarely as individuals. Most of 
the questions were based on the students’ personal experiences of 
household cleanliness. The educator supplied English equivalents of the 
words given by students in SiSwati. The educator code-switched 
between the students’ first language and the LoLT in some 
explanations. She wrote some new terminology on the chalkboard. At 
some point the educator gave the example of a story she had read about 
rats that ate a baby to death, as one of the harmful effects of pests, and 
students seemed shocked. The educator concluded the lesson by telling 
students to complete reading the handout. 

Real-life experience used as 
reference 

Code-switching by educator 

Direct focus on ESL 

Real-life experience used as 
analogy 

Student teachers’ activities 

Students seemed enthusiastic when responding to questions and also 
communicated their responses with one another. When students could not 
find an English equivalent of a word they knew in SiSwati, they simply 
gave the response in SiSwati (e.g., names for some household pests). 
Another student gave an unfamiliar response on how to control household 
pests, and the whole class laughed. A few students were busy with their 
knitting projects, which were due on the same day. Most of these students 
conveniently occupied the back seats.  

 

Code-switching by students 

 

Description of lesson 

In this lesson the educator made reference to real-life scenarios and also used them as 

analogies. She frequently invited contributions from students which were based on the 

students’ prior real-life experiences. The class was communicative, but student teacher-

student teacher communication was predominantly in the students’ first language. She 

wrote definitions of new vocabulary on the chalkboard. The educator also used code-

switching in her communication with the students. The educator advised students to do 

independent reading from given reading material. 
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4.8.1.4.1 Interpretation of Educator EH’s lessons 

The educator’s use of real-life experiences served mainly to transmit knowledge than to 

facilitate learning of the disciplinary discourse (lesson 1 & 2). Some students used peer-

peer assistance to comprehend the process, while others made attempts to master the 

process independent of the educator. Although the students were eager to explore the 

procedure of the learning activity, the educator focused on ESL. She also defined all 

new disciplinary vocabulary while writing it on the chalkboard. She proceeded to 

demonstrate the process and could not engage students in problem-solving. This was 

a simplification strategy that deprives construction of knowledge of the terminology. 

Although the lesson was based on a practical activity on real-life material, knowledge of 

the disciplinary jargon was transmitted to the students. The students’ familiarity with the 

activity of the lesson (lesson 2), as ascertained in her questioning of their prior 

knowledge, could have served as a platform to extend their vocabulary through 

enforcing self-regulated learning; but the educator’s directive role suppressed that 

engagement. The instructional strategies the educator adopted in both lessons could 

not provide a platform for the students to explore and acquire the disciplinary discourse 

through immersion and meta-learning. In the survey the educator had indicated an 

awareness of the students’ ESL challenges, but regarded content knowledge to be more 

important than ESL proficiency. This instructional strategy corroborated her assertion in 

the interview that her main concern in assessing outcomes of her lesson was an 

indication of mastery of key concepts than attention to grammatical errors. 

Most of the educators utilised cooperative learning groups after the first lesson. It could 

be that the change to cooperative learning groups was influenced by the survey 

questions, which the teacher educators attended to after the first lesson observations. 

This is because it also enquired on instructional strategies they employed to curb the 

ESL challenge. Although this cannot be conclusive, it served to avail a different mode 

of learning that could be linked to a constructivist learning environment. The next 

presentation focuses on cooperative learning groups captured in the lessons. It tries to 

establish instances of exploratory talk within the groups that developed ESL among the 

student teachers. 

4.8.2 COOPERATIVE LEARNING GROUPS 

From the groups I wanted to record student teacher–student teacher talk in the lessons 

that promoted exploration, reflection on the task and language development (ref. 

3.11.5.6). This interaction would form part of data that would inform the study on how 

student teachers engage in constructivist discourse to resolve their ESL proficiency 
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challenges for their academic success. The nature of constructive interactions focuses 

on exploratory talk, whereby students challenge each other’s claims, justify their claims, 

elaborate on claims and basically aim to reach shared understanding of the concept 

under discussion. In this study exploratory talk encompasses the extent to which 

students used cooperative learning groups to develop ESL within their disciplines. I 

therefore selected representative extracts of this talk. Capturing talk within groups was 

slightly challenging in that, while I wanted to record full discussions, I equally wanted to 

avoid interrupting the progress of the discussions. Thus, I could not grasp some words 

from group members. Following are dialogues captured from some discussions: 

4.8.2.1 Cooperative groups enforce meta-learning actions for disciplinary 

discourse 

Dialogue 1 

In some group discussions student teachers’ talk explored complex disciplinary jargon. 

The following group discussion was addressing a question on how animals cause 

weathering on rocks. 

Student 1: Boreholes go through the rocks 

Student 2: Cattle 

Student 3: Through chemical reaction 

Student 4: By goats 

Student 5: Chemical reaction through animals? 

Student 3: Yes…when they urinate…the urine has a chemical that reacts with the rock then there is 
chemical reaction 

Student 4: (looking at a book) I think Tom was right  

Student 5: How? 

Student 4: When he talked about burrowing animals… because they say animals that go under the 
rocks 

Student 5: They dig under the rocks? 

Student 4: Ye…s 

Student 5: Let us try and find if there really are animals which dig under the rocks because when we 
talk about weathering… 

Student 6: …the rock must break down to pieces  

Student 7: Animals on the rocks and animals into rocks 

Student 4: I think it is the animals which climb rocks 

Student 6: Like goats 

Student 8: Even cattle trample on rocks…they break the rocks 

Student 5: There is one way in which I think our question is major… 
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Student 1: Even trees break rocks when they grow next to rocks 

Student 4: But now we are specific, we are talking about animals (pointing at their question) 

 

In the opening line student 1 seems to be unclear about what the question entails, but 

instead of directly correcting him, the other students focused on the causative agents of 

weathering as stated in their task, which should be animals. In their exploration, they 

brought up possible causes. Student 3 drew their attention to animals urinating on rocks 

wherein the chemicals in the urine and the rocks react, thus depleting the top layer of 

the rock to cause weathering. Digging under rocks (student 4) and climbing on rocks 

(student 8) were other possibilities they explored. Towards the end, student 1 again 

suggested trees as causative agents, and only then his peers direct his attention to the 

focus of the task. Throughout the talk the students tried to establish processes related 

to the concept of ‘weathering’, which was a disciplinary term. 

Dialogue 2 

Again, in Geography, lesson where the students had to discuss the process of faulting 

on rocks this is what transpired: 

Student 1: What is ours? (referring to their topic of discussion) 

Student 2: The plates…this one (pointing at a picture of faulting in their Geography textbook) then 
they… 

Student 3: The other part goes that side and the other part goes that side (using her hands to show 
the movement) 

Student 2: Folding is when they come to each other… 

Student 3: Nooo…there is a fault… 

Student 4: This is faulting but they are two…there are two forces which take place…there is tension 
and there is compression like they have written it here (pointing at a passage in the textbook)  

Student 3: When there is tension they collide then when there is compression… 

Student 4: It’s a normal fault when there is tension…and results…then when there is compression 
that is when… 

Student 2: …it results in a reverse fault? 

Student 4: Yes 

Student 3: This is a reverse fault…this is a normal fault? (pointing at two diagrams in their textbook) 
You say when there is compression there is a reverse fault? 

Student 2: There is compression  

Student 5: They are not… (inaudible) 

Student 2: We are trying to find the results of faulting, it is either they move away from each 
other…that is faulting… 

Student 3: Like here (pointing at a diagram in the textbook), there is tension and compression… 
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Student 4: It’s like if we have just a piece of wood, just a stick…if you can push it at both ends that is 
compression force. If you push it and push it then it bends up until it breaks…that is faulting… 

Student 3: …is it faulting? 

Student 2: Mhhh?(showing disagreement) 

Student 4: …and when it is tension… 

Student 3: … you are pulling? 

Student 4: …like you have an elastic and you are pulling… you are pulling so tight that it reaches a 
point where it finally breaks 

Student 2: When you say it bends I take it that it is folding…  

Student 4: Yes it bends… 

Student 2: Yet here… 

Student 4: Listen! Listen! There can never be faulting… Faulting is preceded by bending … if the 
compression force is continually applied it will finally break… (inaudible) 

Student 2: Exactly what is faulting? 

Student 3: Let me google this one (she picks up her phone to browse the Internet and reads out the 
explanation from the Internet) 

Student 4: I think I need to get a stick to demonstrate this. 

As the discussion progressed, student 4 decided to find a twig/stick from a tree outside the classroom 
to demonstrate his understanding of the process 

 

Student 4 stated his claim about his understanding of the concept and the other 

interlocutors seemed not to share in his knowledge. While explaining the process of 

‘faulting’ he also needed to utilize the concepts ‘tension force’, ‘compression force’, 

‘reverse fault’ and ‘normal fault’. He elaborated on his claim up to a point where he 

resolved to make an analogy of pushing the sides of a twig to represent how 

‘compression force’ applied on the land results in ‘faulting’. He further used an analogy 

of stretching an elastic band to elaborate on ‘tension force’. While student 4 tried to 

clarify the process of ‘faulting’ using verbal explanation, and analogies from real-life 

experiences of the students, student 2 equated the process to ‘folding’, another process 

of land formation understood within the same discipline. This presented another 

challenge to student 4’s knowledge. Since the two processes of ‘faulting’ and ‘folding’ 

are related, student 4’s explanation of ‘faulting’ had to be distinct from ‘folding’. Student 

3 decided to browse the Internet in her phone in an attempt to resolve the challenge 

they had encountered with the disciplinary discourse. After the explanation from the 

Internet, student 4 went outside to find a twig in order to demonstrate the process. In 

this exploration, the student teachers challenged each other to reach consensus. 

Dialogue 3 

The next discussion was on how running water causes erosion: 
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Student 1: The running water…as it is rolling down (making a sketch on his exercise book)…there is 
some breaking down… 

Student 2: …there is some kind of erosion…  

Student 1: there is some kind of erosion and weathering… but the bottom line is erosion 

Student 2: There is this kind of erosion whereby the water seems to be swirling at a point… 
(sketching circular lines on his exercise book)…at a given position it swirls around such that the water 
goes deep…what do you call it…? 

Student 1: potholes 

Student 2: yes 

Student 3: a gorge 

 

In this interaction, students 1 and 2 used sketches to clarify their intended explanation 

of erosion. The discussion extended beyond the concept of ‘erosion’ to incorporate the 

outcomes of the process: ‘potholes’ and ‘a gorge’.  

Dialogue 4 

As students were engaged in creating various formations of circuits using cells, wires 

and bulbs in a Science class, I got interested in enquiring about their reasons for 

executing certain actions. In this group one of the group members was browsing the 

Internet while the rest were still trying different formations. 

Researcher: What are you checking from the Internet? 

Student 1: I’m looking for something. 

Researcher: Is it related to what you are doing? 

Student 1: Yes 

Researcher: Something like what? 

Student 1: This thing…I want to get the exact answer because now we are just connecting the cells. I 
need a little more information pertaining cells… 

Student 2: Okay this is a series connection, look (changing the connection)  

Student 1: …from the Internet 

Researcher: Oh…okay. 

Student 2: Can you see the light? 

 

In this dialogue I initiated the discussion with student 1 where I sought to ascertain her 

purpose for searching the Internet after I saw her typing the word ‘cells’ in the search 

engine. Her response was that she was searching for information about cells. My 

enquiry got intertwined with student 2’s turn where she drew student 1’s attention to yet 

another discovery she had made as the learning task execution progressed.  
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Dialogue 5 

This extract is from a group discussion where students had to design a lesson which 

would develop their learners’ listening skills: 

Student 1:What are the objectives here? 

Student 2:We are training their ears. (Other students laugh) 

Student 2:Ye…s, we are training their ears in listening. 

Student 3:We are training their receptive skill not their ears. 

Student 2:Okay, we are training their receptive skill. 

 

Student 1 opened the dialogue with a question. The second turn in the above discussion 

shows student 2 responding to the question on objectives to be formulated for the lesson 

as ‘training their (learners’) ears’, which invited laughter from the other interlocutors. 

Nonetheless, student 2 accepted student 3’s rectification of the disciplinary discourse 

without any challenge. 

4.8.2.2 Cooperative groups facilitate the development correct spelling 
 
Students jointly attended to each other in correcting spelling mistakes or the entire 

organisation of a genre when executing learning tasks. The following example shows 

another interaction where students were designing a lesson plan which aimed to 

develop the receptive skill of listening in their learners: 

Dialogue 6 

Student 1: Wait, what do we say when you ask learners to say something one responds and you ask 
something again…a discussion? 

Student 2: What kind of a discussion? 

Student 3: Oral questioning 

Student 2: (Writing down) They will lissen and pronounce then discuss. 

Student 3: Your ‘listening’… 

Student 2: They will lissen and…(Reading from what she has written) 

Student 3: Is that how you write ‘listening’? 

Student 2: Yes this is ‘lissen’, this is ‘lissen’… 

Student 4: No it is ‘lis-ten’. 

 

Student 1 opened the discussion with an inquiry about an appropriate expression to be 

incorporated in the design of the task; one that would capture the intended activity. 

Student 2 then shifted the focus to rectify the spelling of the word ‘listen’.  
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Table 4.8.2: Discourses from cooperative learning groups 

Cooperative groups enforce meta-learning actions for disciplinary discourse 

Cooperative groups facilitate the development of correct spelling 

 

4.8.2.3 Interpretation of data from cooperative learning groups 

In all the discussion groups, members worked collaboratively to construct meaning of 

their assigned disciplinary, along with related vocabulary and proper discourse. Since 

the product of this task had to develop from collaboration, it was every member’s 

responsibility to ensure that they challenged each other constructively, while exploring 

the concepts of their discussions. In some dialogues, the interaction is cumulative 

(dialogue 5) than exploratory, but it contributes to the development of the disciplinary 

vocabulary. In dialogue 5, student 2’s suggestion of ‘training their ears’ invited laughter 

from the other members, but she acknowledged student 3’s suggestion of using 

‘receptive skill’ instead of ‘ears’. Members also attended to correct spelling in their 

presentation (dialogue 6), although the task was not directly linked to language. This 

was probably because the cooperative group setting enabled members to work 

interdependently in spite of their heterogeneous composition.  

Within the groups, members regulated their learning to extend each other’s knowledge 

through employing multiple perspectives. Given that the learning was centred on the 

students’ diverse life contexts, they used real-life prior experiences and analogies to 

simulate processes. Students’ had prior experiences of cattle and goats, urinating on 

rocks. This was a familiar experience, but they could not easily relate it to an example 

of chemical reaction on rocks, until student 3 brought it to their attention (dialogue 1). 

The concept of ‘chemical reaction’ was brought to a real-life experience the students 

could relate to. Student 4 used an analogy of stretching an elastic band in an attempt to 

explain ‘faulting’ (dialogue 2). Since he could not reach a common understanding with 

his members he further used a twig to demonstrate this term, which must be understood 

as a concept within the academic discipline of Geography or Environmental Science. 

Otherwise, a ‘fault’ in ordinary language would not capture the appropriate interpretation 

of this concept. Understanding the concept required an understanding of other related 

concepts within the discipline. Therefore, this discourse became complex.  

The student teachers also made sketches (dialogues 3) to simulate the processes and 

pointed at diagrams in their textbooks (dialogue 2). In dialogue 3, this depiction evoked 

a recall of the words ‘potholes’ and the ‘gorge’ from student 3 as concepts related to 
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‘erosion’. It triggered the students’ prior knowledge of the real-life process of erosion, its 

outcomes and the related disciplinary vocabulary, thus enriching their understanding of 

the meaning attached to the learning concepts.  

They also browsed the Internet in their cell phones (dialogue 2 & 4) in their attempts to 

construct meaning of concepts. Student 1’s urge to research (dialogue 4) is an indication 

that manipulating the realistic material in the learning task prompted her to engage in 

further research to understand the scientific explanation for the processes and 

outcomes she was observing. Her engagement in the task served as a scaffold towards 

understanding related concepts in the learning. She reflected on the formation she had 

designed and realised that she needed to research to gain extra information about the 

task. Utilising the realistic material engaged the students in a challenge that prompted 

a deeper understanding of the experience. 

The tasks in these group discussions compelled the student teachers to utilise their real-

life prior experiences to comprehend the complex terminology within their disciplines. 

They employed multiple perspectives when negotiating meaning within the cooperative 

groups, in an attempt to reach consensus. A consensus is reached through exploratory 

discussions (Wegerif & Scrimshaw 1997). Through this cooperative group setting, the 

students regulated their own learning of disciplinary vocabulary. 

4.9 SUMMARY OF DISCOURSES ON STUDENT TEACHERS’ ESL 

CHALLENGES – TEACHER EDUCATORS 

After careful scouring of the data, three broad discourses emerged from the teacher 

educators’ data concerning the student teachers’ ESL proficiency.  

a)  Student teachers have excessive ESL challenge based on their pre-disposition 

as ESL speakers. 

b)  Student teachers’ ESL challenge is contextual, based on their pre-disposition 

as ESL speakers. 

i)  Comprehension of abstract concepts is a challenge, not ESL. 

ii) Discipline-related ESL is a challenge, not ESL.  

iii) The written mode is most challenging. 

c) The educator’s code-switching is not related to the student teachers’ challenge 

with ESL. 
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The first two discourses acknowledge that student teachers had challenges with ESL in 

certain contexts of their learning, based on their pre-disposition as ESL speakers. The 

third discourse refutes the ESL challenge and attributes the use of code-switching by 

educators to individual preference of language use. However, the rates assigned by the 

educators on the student teachers’ ESL proficiency were on average and mainly below 

average. These inconsistencies have implications for their utilisation of instructional 

strategies to address the student teachers’ ESL challenges. 

4.10 SUMMARY OF DISCOURSES ON STUDENT TEACHERS’ ESL 

CHALLENGES – STUDENT TEACHERS 

Broad discourses evident in the student teachers’ data concerning their ESL proficiency  

a) Practice enhances ESL proficiency 

b) The written mode is most challenging 

c) Complex vocabulary and grammatical errors impede ESL proficiency 

d) ESL challenges are unavoidable based on ESL pre-disposition 

While the student teachers could identify their ESL challenges and could identify the 

positive role of ESL in their learning, they assigned themselves unrealistically high rates 

in their ESL proficiency rating. This was probably because they attributed their 

proficiency to their pre-disposition as ESL speakers, a discourse that resonates with 

that of their educators.  

4.11 SUMMARY OF STUDENT TEACHERS’ STRATEGIES TO RESOLVE ESL 

CHALLENGES 

Table 4.11: Strategies to resolve ESL challenges 

Strategies to resolve ESL challenges Interviews 
Reflective 
journals 

Peer support  x x 

Consultation of experts x x 

Engagement in independent research x x 

Direct focus on ESL x x 

Engagement in problem-solving x  

Paralinguistic cues x  

Proposed strategies to solve ESL challenges 

Direct focus on ESL  

Use of multiple perspectives by the educator 

Engagement in problem-solving 
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Strategies utilised by the student teachers to resolve their ESL challenges in both the 

interview and the reflective journal corroborate each other, save for two. In their 

proposed strategies, however, they preferred mainly teacher-centred strategies; 

simplification of ESL by the teacher and the use of multiple strategies in the classroom 

by the teacher. They were also interested in activities where they would manipulate 

learning material in the classroom.  

4.12 SUMMARY OF TEACHER EDUCATORS’ EDUCATION PRACTICES TO 

RESOLVE STUDENT TEACHERS’ ESL CHALLENGES 

The teacher educators’ discourses on how they attempted to address the student 

teachers’ ESL challenges reflect some similarities and differences with individual 

participants. At this level, I collapsed discourses on their instructional strategies in the 

survey data, the interview data and lesson observations. A cross (X) represents the 

presence of the strategy in the educator’s instructional strategies  

Table 4.12: Summary of teacher educators’ education practices to resolve 
student teachers’ ESL challenges 

Instructional strategies 
Educators 

ES EG EE EH 

Use of real-life experiences     

Real-life experiences enhance ESL through complementing theory X X  X 

Real-life experiences enhance ESL as analogies X X X  

Real-life experiences enhance ESL through demonstration X X   

Real-life experiences enhance ESL as reference X   X 

Real-life experiences facilitate scaffolding  X  X 

Real-life experiences enhance ESL through exploration X    

Hypothetical material enhances ESL X    

I design learning material to enhance ESL X    

Cooperative learning     

Cooperative learning groups enhance ESL through peer-peer 
interaction 

X  X X 

Cooperative learning groups enhance ESL through code-switching  X   

Assessment of learning     

I intertwine learning and assessment X X X  

I rely on formal assessment than ongoing assessment    X 
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Engagement in practical activities     

Practical activities enhance ESL X X  X 

Students’ meta-learning actions can enhance ESL proficiency X   X 

Theory-to-practices enhances ESL  X X X X 

Focus on ESL     

Code-switching simplifies ESL   X X X 

Focus on language enhances ESL proficiency X  X  

Simplified ESL enhances ESL proficiency X X  X 

Other strategies     

I focus on mastery of disciplinary concepts than ESL proficiency X X  X 

I consider paralinguistic cues    X 

I employ multiple perspectives to enhance ESL X X X X 

 

All the educators used students’ real-life experiences, albeit differently. Most of the 

educators utilised cooperative learning groups. In educator EH’s lesson, cooperative 

learning was unplanned, but the students interacted in groups while assisting each other 

in their practical learning task. Three of these educators intertwined assessment with 

learning as they observed the students’ progress in group discussions, presentations 

and during questioning sessions. However, Educator EH relied on formal assessment 

tasks for evaluation of lesson objectives. Educators also engaged students in practical 

activities differently. With some, the theory-to-practice approach served to enhance 

ESL, while others preferred to assign students tasks that would compel meta-learning 

actions. All the educators focused directly on ESL at some point in their instructional 

strategies through simplifying ESL, code-switching, repetitions and attending to errors. 

Mainly, the educators focused on mastery of disciplinary concepts than on development 

of disciplinary discourses. Others considered the paralinguistic cues they projected in 

their talk while disseminating information. All of them employed multiple perspectives in 

their instruction, but mainly through the transmission mode of learning. Data on the 

teacher educators’ instructional strategies to address major ESL challenges, however 

prioritises simplification strategies.  

4.13 CONCLUSION 

In this Chapter I have presented data from open-ended survey questionnaires, semi-

structured interviews and reflective journals and lesson observations sourced from five 

student teachers and four of their teacher educators in a teacher education context. The 

findings reveal that both sets of participants identified ESL challenges that were almost 
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similar. These were mainly on basic sentence constructions and isolated meanings of 

complex disciplinary vocabulary, and not on long stretches of disciplinary discourses. 

Both sets identified the writing as presenting a greater ESL challenge to the student 

teachers. The student teachers, however, rated their proficiency way above average, 

yet their educators rated them on average and mainly below average in all the aspects. 

The student teachers assigned themselves the high rates in spite of the realisation that 

ESL determines their success in their academic work. Both sets consider the ESL pre-

disposition of students as the cause for this incompetence. Furthermore, the teacher 

educators’ discourse of their students’ ESL proficiency also indicates that the student 

teachers’ ability to communicate and negotiate disciplinary content was most valuable 

to them than the grammatical accuracy of ESL. In terms of the instructional strategies 

they used to address the ESL challenge, whereas this study focused on constructivist 

strategies, educators used student teachers’ real-life experiences mainly to supplement 

explanations than to engage students in exploration and enforce negotiation of meaning 

to promote ESL. As such, utilisation of real-life experiences in learning could not always 

transfer to an engagement in problem-solving. Rather, they preferred simplification of 

ESL, which is evident even in their suggestions for major ESL challenges. In cooperative 

learning groups, however, students could reflect on their claims and enlarged their 

disciplinary vocabulary. Adversely, this platform also allowed the students to use code-

switching and some educators seemed to condone its use. Student teachers’ meta-

learning actions depended on whether they had failed to get adequate clarification from 

their educators than an urge to seek for ESL clarification through engaging in 

exploration of learning material designed by educators. The next chapter discusses the 

implications of these results.  

 

---oOo--- 
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Chapter 5 
Discussion of Findings 

 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

In the previous chapter I presented the results of the analysed data. As Potter and 

Wetherell (1987) assert, “the aim of discourse analysis is to make it possible for the 

readers to weigh the practical consequences of different discourses and to show the 

problems and possibilities created by their existence”. This chapter of the study aims to 

discuss the discourses against the background of ESL literature and literature on 

learning in constructivist learning environments. I begin with expounding on the student 

teachers and their educators’ perceptions of ESL proficiency and the implications 

thereof, based on the findings. I then discuss how the teacher educators engaged in 

constructivist discourse and, once more, the implications thereof. This is followed by a 

discussion of the student teachers’ meta-learning actions as a response to the 

educators’ instructional practices. Finally, I relate the teacher educators’ enactment of 

constructivist discourses to the concept of facilitating learning. 

 

5.2 STUDENT TEACHERS’ PERCEIVED ESL PROFICIENCY 

I begin with discussing the student teachers’ ESL challenges as presented in the data. 

5.2.1 STUDENT TEACHERS’ ESL CHALLENGES  

The study has found that the students’ ESL challenges, as described by the teacher 

educators and student teachers, focus mainly on inappropriate surface structures of 

ESL (spelling and grammar), complex terminology and rarely on inappropriate styles of 

genres in the disciplines (ref. 4.2). These findings concur with Evans & Morrison’s 

(2011) discovery of fundamental ESL students’ challenges in their study of Asian 

students. However, adopting inappropriate academic styles in different genres as 

another discovery in Evans & Morrison’s (2011) study was not evident in the data of 

both the teacher educators and the student teachers in this study. This is in spite of the 

low rates the teacher educators assigned to their students, which were, in the scale 

provided, on average and below average in most of the language aspects (ref. 4.2.2.2). 

By implication, the teacher educators’ main concern might have been comprehensibility 

of the ESL as opposed to an adoption of relevant disciplinary genres. Consequently, 
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the teacher educators’ explication of the student teachers’ ESL proficiency was centred 

mainly on the basic structure of ESL (ref. 4.2.2.2.1.). This is the basic interpersonal 

communication (BICS) which is prominent outside the academic context and embedded 

in the context of the communication (Cummins 2009). Most importantly the study found 

that student teachers and teacher educators in this study were aware of the student 

teachers’ ESL challenges, although these ESL challenges are at the basic level of ESL 

proficiency. This knowledge was crucial for this study given that it seeks to ascertain 

how the participants address the level of ESL proficiency through constructivist 

discourse. The perceived level of the student teachers’ ESL proficiency might impact on 

the acquisition of academic discourse, which is at an advanced level of cognition 

(Schleppegrell & Colombi 2000; Cummins 2009). Both participants credited this level of 

ESL proficiency to certain factors. 

5.2.2 STUDENT TEACHERS’ ESL CHALLENGES ARE BASED ON THEIR PRE-DISPOSITION AS 

ESL SPEAKERS 

Student teachers and their educators both attributed their lack of proficiency to their pre-

disposition as ESL speakers (ref.4.2.1.2 & 4.2.2.1). This assertion seems to concur with 

Stephenson, Johnson, Jorgensen and Young (2004:3), who argue that an ESL student 

need not be as fluent as a native speaker of English to be considered proficient. They 

maintain that these students must be proficient enough to comprehend lessons 

conducted in English without significant English language assistance. Furthermore, 

proficient ESL students should have a chance of accomplishing the goals of the 

learning. In other words, proficiency in the language of learning, for speakers of English 

as a second language, is measured in terms of its role in delivering the required learning 

outcomes. In the case of this study both the student teachers and their educators seem 

to be content with their present ESL proficiency given that they are non-native speakers 

of English. They did however acknowledge that lack of communication in ESL impacted 

negatively on their ESL proficiency (ref. 4.2.1.3), probably due to their pre-disposition. 

5.2.3 STUDENT TEACHERS’ ESL CHALLENGE IS CONTEXTUAL  

Based on the student teachers’ ESL pre-disposition, the teacher educators noted that 

the ESL challenge varies with contexts. 

5.2.3.1 Writing is the most challenging ESL skill 

Both student teachers and their teacher educators concurred that the writing skill is the 

most challenging skill in the academic pursuit of the student teachers (ref. 4.2.1.3, 
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4.2.2.1 & 4.3). It confirms Cummins’ (2009) contention that effective academic writing 

presents a challenge to language learners because writing relies solely on the linguistic 

abilities of the individual, while the context of communication and paralinguistic cues are 

removed from that context. Similarly in assessment Teemant (2010) discovered that 

writing essays was the least preferred among ESL students since they could not 

correctly represent their knowledge. Basically, writing requires a higher level of 

organization of text to achieve coherent and comprehensible communication. A 

challenge with writing is, therefore, bound to occur if the basic requirement for effective 

communication; a context-rich environment is lacking. A significant complication is in 

that the writing mode often dominates in assessment of learning, yet it is not embedded 

in the context of the communication. Because of this writing mode, ESL students are 

reported to perform poorly in assessment practices, especially in essay formats, since 

they fail to accurately represent their content knowledge (Teemant 2010). This was the 

case in this study. 

5.2.3.2 Comprehension of abstract concepts is a challenge, not ESL 

Abstract concepts were also seen to present a challenge to the ESL student teachers 

(ref.4.3). Writing is in itself an abstract concept since students struggle to represent their 

knowledge without the context of the communication that often dominates 

conversational language. It is on the basis of this absence of context in academic 

communication, that Cummins (2009) proposes an introduction of context embedded 

communication while students’ progress in language learning, from basic interpersonal 

communication (BICS) towards cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP). 

Context provides the necessary cues for students to make associations with text, 

through the different senses (Slabbert et al 2009) and enables construction of meaning. 

Context also provides paralinguistic cues between speakers to enhance 

communication, so that listeners can decipher meanings from the speaker’s gestures 

and other bodily movements. 

5.2.3.3 Discipline related ESL is a challenge, not ESL 

A challenge with complex disciplinary terminology was evident in both the student 

teachers’ and the teacher educators’ data (ref. 4.2.1.2, 4.2.2.1 & 4.3) Student teachers 

were concerned with complex vocabulary, which they felt needs to be simplified. 

Krashen and Brown (2007) contend that academic language is characterized by a 

complex syntax, vocabulary, and a complex discourse style. As a result of this 

complexity, one student claimed to substitute complex terminology with words from his 

first language when discussing with friends. Similarly, in the last Home Economics 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | 212 

lesson (ref. 4.8.1.4 lesson 2) the student teachers would use vernacular words to 

substitute English words when giving responses about familiar events and objects. This 

challenge was disciplinary. An understanding of this complexity requires a higher level 

of cognition wherein the ccontext would, therefore, provide cues for the students to 

relate the actions and objects with text and engage in a search for the related 

terminology.  

5.2.3.4 Student teachers rate their ESL proficiency inappropriately 

In spite of identifying some areas of ESL as challenging, the data suggest that student 

teachers cannot properly rate their ESL proficiency. Ultimately, the most prominent 

feature of the student teachers’ ESL proficiency evaluations is that they rated 

themselves above average (ref. 4.2.1.1) in the rating scale, while their educators rated 

them on average and below average (4.2.2.2). This finding resembles one that was 

evident in some studies (El-Koumy 2010 & Xamaní 2013) where students rated 

themselves above their actual performance in self-evaluation exercises. This kind of 

rating indicates that such students fail to realise their incompetence (Dunning, Johnson, 

Ehrlinger & Kruger 2003; Kruger & Dunning 2009). In this study the student teachers 

seemed to value an ability to communicate messages as opposed to employment of 

appropriate grammatical structures of ESL in the communication. They justified this 

value in that they considered themselves bound to have ESL deficiencies based on their 

pre-disposition as ESL students (ref. 4.2.1.2). This categorisation legitimises their 

linguistic identities as inflexible and incapable of accommodating additional linguistic 

competencies. They could not conceive their potential for improvement in ESL. This 

inaccuracy in the student teachers’ self–evaluation of incompetency presents a serious 

concern in their education, since it transfers to real-life and poor self-assessment. Often 

times: the greater the lack of proficiency the higher the overestimation of proficiency. As 

a result of this inaccurate rating of incompetence, students cannot plan their learning to 

improve their learning potential since they are content with their performance. Thus, 

their attempts to enhance their learning will be minimal.  

Given that both the student teachers and their educators were aware of the ESL 

challenges; this awareness should influence their perception of the role of ESL in the 

learning. 
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5.3 THE ROLE OF ESL IN STUDENT TEACHERS’ ACADEMIC SUCCESS 

Except for one, student teachers considered the role of ESL in their learning positively 

(ref. 4.4.1). They revealed that ESL availed an opportunity for communication with 

speakers of the language and experts in their field of study, which Cook (2001) and 

Schwarzer (2009) define as an integrative goal. In this sense communication becomes 

fundamental in the development of the language. Their ability to communicate 

proficiently would enable them to comprehend concepts within their disciplines and 

beyond the learning context. This understanding would enable them to achieve success 

in their examination, which is the instrumental role of language (Cook 2001).  

Teacher educators who viewed the role of ESL in the learning of the student teachers 

positively felt that the complexity of the ESL in the learning determined if student 

teachers engage in higher cognition and therefore meta-learning to optimise their 

learning potentials (ref. 4.4.2.1.1).  

Nonetheless, some teacher educators did not view ESL as a contributory factor to 

academic success, but rather as an isolated entity that impedes the student teachers’ 

comprehension of disciplinary concepts (4.4.2.1.2). This view contradicts Teemant’s 

(2010) study where it was found that students’ lack of proficiency in the target language 

resulted in failure to accurately display their content knowledge in tests which, overall, 

resulted in poor academic performance.  

These views speak to Cummins’ (2009) identification of levels of cognition, which 

require that language be embedded in context to afford comprehension. Given a real-

life subject content conveyed through the ESL (de Courcy 2002), students would be 

immersed in contextualised ESL, as opposed to individual items taught in isolation. The 

content should provide a platform for meaningful language learning to integrate 

language and content (Gibbons 2002) and avoid ESL students’ poor academic 

performance. This is to say, meaningful learning must be presented in authentic 

language. 

 

5.4 TEACHER EDUCATORS’ EXPLICATION FOR ESL PROFICIENCY VARY  

Of major concern in the student teachers’ learning in this study is that some comments 

from some of the teacher educators clearly reveal a disregard for the value of the LoLT 

as contributing to the student teachers’ ESL proficiency (ref. 4.4.2.1.2). Consider that 

the study aims to find out how constructivist discourse is used to enhance ESL 
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proficiency, and the LoLT was English. This is in spite of the low ESL ratings they 

assigned to their students’ ESL proficiency. This is to say, the impact of the disciplinary 

ESL on the student teachers was not made evident by such teacher educators, 

especially in the discourses from educator EE and EH, who described the student 

teachers’ ESL challenges as ‘minor’ but still assigned low rates to their ESL proficiency. 

This is a concern because an explication of the difference between the different contexts 

of language use; that is, how academic discourse, which should prevail in the learning 

context, differs from conversational discourse (Cummins 2009), should determine 

relevant teaching and learning strategies for developing ESL. This differentiation of 

discourses is vital in reflective practice, where the practitioner should recognize the area 

of practice that poses a challenge, in order to plan on proper actions to execute in an 

attempt to avert the ESL challenge (Fosnot in Yilmaz 2008; Birmingham 2001).  

 

5.5 TEACHER EDUCATORS’ INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES  

One would expect that the teacher educators’ awareness of the student teachers’ ESL 

challenges should transfer to an adjustment of their pedagogical strategies in order to 

resolve the student teachers’ ESL challenges. This adjustment would respond to 

Brookes and Brookes’ (1999) contention that educators have the leverage to adjust 

instructional strategies to suit their students’ learning contexts. However, both the 

educator and the student should realise the complexity of ESL for meaningful authentic 

learning to take place. Authentic learning should utilise students’ real-life contexts and 

engage them in problem-solving tasks. Problem-solving ensures that students assume 

complete responsibility for and management of their own learning through 

metacognition or meta-learning. This engagement of learners in meta-learning requires 

that the educator adopts constructivist learning strategies; strategies that utilise real-life 

experiences to immense students in problem-solving within their learning context and 

ensure students’ utmost accountability for their own learning. It is, therefore, essential 

to note if the teacher educators assigned real-life learning tasks to their students in their 

instructional strategies.  

5.5.1 USE OF REAL-LIFE CONTEXTS FOR PROBLEM-SOLVING 

Although students’ real-life contexts could afford the teacher educators to design 

challenging learning tasks, this opportunity was used differently by the teacher 

educators in this study.  
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Real-life material and contexts were used as reference when explaining concepts, as 

analogies relayed by the educator to the students to expound on concepts, for 

demonstrations performed by the educator to expound on new concepts while providing 

explanations, to engage students in replicating demonstrated procedure, to apply theory 

as relayed by the educator, and to engage students in problem-solving prior to relevant 

vocabulary when introducing new concepts (ref. 4.7.1; 4.8.1; 4.12). It contradicted the 

view that is espoused in immersion programmes where learning is experienced in real-

life contexts through problem solving (de Courcy 2002).  

When educators refer to objects, use analogies to liken lesson concepts and 

demonstrate to students they respond to the sociocultural context of their students in 

their pedagogy (Jackson 2012), but the information is transmitted by the educator and 

therefore it removes the element of problems solving. Similarly, when students replicate 

procedure that was previously demonstrated by the educator or apply the theory relayed 

by the educator, they miss an opportunity to solve the language problem through 

authentic learning. Authentic learning entails an immersion in the real-life learning 

challenges so that new knowledge is constructed from the experience (Slabbert et al 

2009; Atherton 2013). It contradicts the proposition that language development is 

experienced where the language is pitched slightly above the students’ ability (Krashen 

1982) to enable immersion in learning and construction of knowledge. Worthy of note is 

that some of the teacher educators’ statements suggest that the ESL challenge posed 

by the LoLT can have positive outcomes in the learning of the students since it engages 

them in problem-solving (ref. 4.4.2.1). In problem-solving the student engages in a cycle 

of reflections, and constructions of knowledge, which compel the student to take charge 

of the learning in order to overcome the challenge (Slabbert et al 2009). In the context 

of this study the student teachers’ real-life experiences were rarely used to enforce 

exploration and construction of knowledge. However, where the students engaged in 

exploration of real-life material they could relate their new experiences to prior 

knowledge and extend their vocabulary through meta-learning (ref. 4.8.2). Although the 

educators varied in their instructional strategies, all of them focused directly on the ESL 

at some point through simplification and code-switching.   

5.5.2 SIMPLIFICATION OF ESL  

While some educators seemed convinced with the use of students’ real-life experiences 

in lessons to engage the student teachers in exploration, their responses to how they 

would respond to a major ESL challenge did not prioritise this view (ref. 4.7.1, 4.7.2.1, 

4.7.2.2, 4.7.2.3 & 4.7.2.4). Rather, the educators preferred simplification of ESL. This 
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includes repetition, translation and code-switching between ESL and the student 

teachers’ first language. This practice is also evident in that most of the educators 

disseminated information and defined complex jargon in their lessons (ref. 4.8.1). 

Through this practice the educators addressed a relatively passive audience; the 

dominating practice in higher education (Hanson & Sinclair 2008). While these 

strategies may seem to be part of adopting several perspectives in learning and are 

easily employable in the classroom, they focus directly on language.  

Simplification may enable comprehension of concepts, but it suppresses the 

unconscious development of ESL which comes through problems solving. Gibbons 

(2002) defines such simplification as a scaffold that, nonetheless, deprives construction 

of knowledge. This act resembles the conventional approach to language learning 

where the teacher is central in transmitting knowledge and is believed to possess all the 

knowledge on the subject (Lightbown & Spada 2006, Li 2009). In Lightbown and 

Spada’s (2006) explanation, linguistic items in traditional classrooms are presented and 

practised in isolation, one item at a time, and the sequencing is believed by the 

educators to move the language items from simple to complex. Seemingly, the student 

teachers in this study were accustomed to simplified ESL. Consequently, the student 

teachers could not access the poetic language (ref. 4.7.1.3 lesson 4), and a synthesis 

of the two poems was an even greater challenge. Synthesis is at the highest level of 

cognition and it is mostly experienced in academic language (Cummins 2009). In the 

case of this poetry class, however, the student teachers were immersed in the language 

challenge outside a real-life learning context. Thus, they could not use their senses to 

tap into their prior experiences and solve the ESL challenge (Slabbert et al 2009). When 

the ESL challenge presented through real-life scenarios is removed, acquisition is 

suppressed. The crucial step in raising students’ awareness of their own independent 

learning as fundamental is by presenting them with challenging tasks. Another evident 

ESL simplification strategy utilised by educators in this study was code-switching.  

5.5.2.1 Code-switching 

In this study both teacher educators and student teachers utilised code-switching as 

one of the strategies to address student teachers’ ESL challenges. Teacher educators 

used code-switching in their classroom instruction and translated ESL to the students’ 

first language when assisting them in executing their tasks (ref. 4.7.2.2, 4.7.2.4, 4.8.1.1, 

4.8.1.2, 4.8.1.4) This practice concurs with Sert’s (2005) assertion that teacher 

educators often code-switch unconsciously in their teaching and he feels it is 

unavoidable but contradicts acquisition of language through immersion (Pease 2004). 
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In this study the educators gave instruction in the target language and then repeated it 

in the students’ native language to clarify meaning of the subject content. At times the 

native language was not translated. Student teachers also used code-switching among 

themselves in cooperative learning groups to enhance understanding of concepts. In 

such instances the native language was not translated to the target language. Educator 

EG hinted on the positive effects of code-switching since she felt it aided the student 

teachers’ comprehension of concepts, a view that was also recorded in the literature 

(Cook 2001, Sert 2005, Ahmad 2009). However, where ESL needs to be developed 

such a position can contradict the aim since the acquisition of the target language is 

suppressed. Sert (2005) warns that constant translation to the learners’ native language 

results in loss of interest in listening to the former instruction, resulting in negative 

academic consequences, since the student’s exposure to the target language is limited. 

This has been the case with the students in this study. Acquisition requires an 

immersion in the authentic form of the target language (Cummins 2009, de Courcy 

2002; Pease 2014). Furthermore, code-switching contradicts Gibbons’ (2002) warning 

that simplification of tasks is a scaffold that leads to a reductionist curriculum, which 

suppresses the development of critical thinking. Gibbons (2002) suggests that the 

scaffold should lead the student towards autonomy. In the case of this study, code-

switching could not lead the student teachers to autonomy in terms of controlling the 

ESL. It created student teachers’ reliance on their educators for simplified versions of 

concepts. Given this position of simplifying ESL, the student teachers would not regulate 

their learning through carefully selected independent learning tasks. As a result, most 

of the student teachers themselves preferred strategies where the educator would 

simplify ESL (ref. 4.5) since they frequently experienced this strategy in their learning of 

disciplinary content. 

Goodman and Freeman’s (1993) propose that language must be presented in its holistic 

authentic form since it develops from the whole to parts. In the same vein, Brookes and 

Brookes (1999) contend that students manage to understand components when they 

are exposed to wholes. Moreover, a holistic worldview encourages problem-solving and 

makes learning a reality (Black in Pitsoe 2008). Consequently, the simplified 

approaches deprived the students of exploring and making discoveries that would 

prompt research on their findings. As a result, it promoted reliance of the students on 

the educator for meanings than students’ meta-learning actions to enhance their 

comprehension of disciplinary concepts.  

5.5.3 COOPERATIVE LEARNING 
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Cooperative learning groups were also used differently by the different teacher 

educators. The use of cooperative learning groups by the teacher educators became 

evident after the teacher educators had responded to the open-ended survey 

questionnaire. Probably, this resonates with findings in Koopman, Skeet and de Graaff 

(2014)’s study where the educator participants expressed that a data collection method 

raised their awareness of their instructional strategies and of additional support they 

could provide in language learning lessons. The purpose of using cooperative learning 

groups in this study varied (ref. 4.8.2). Cooperative learning groups were used to: 

enforce peer-peer interaction, improve grades on prior assessment tasks, reduce 

educator authority, engage students in negotiation of meanings of new concepts, 

negotiate proper formats of disciplinary genres, enable students to explore new 

concepts prior to knowledge of their relevant terminologies. This practice almost 

resembled learning in immersion programs where learners engage in real 

communication within social groups (de Courcy 2002) and experience strong peer 

support and self-directed learning (Schwarzer in Haan & Gunnar 2009) while acquiring 

the target language. However, in all the lessons where this strategy was used group 

membership was not specified or evident. Slabbert et al (2009) assert that the facilitator 

of learning’s (FOL) is responsible for constituting groups according to the requirements 

of the learning task either homogeneously or heterogeneously. It could be that in 

Educator EG’s lesson (ref. 4.8.1.2, lesson 2) the membership was determined by the 

educator since students were handed their tasks with their names already written on 

them. In this lesson members in the groups that I observed engaged in exploratory 

discussions in ESL, where they challenged each other’s views on real-life experiences 

and focused on their tasks. In these groups focus was not on the ESL. The educator 

utilised the student teachers’ real–life contexts to present the disciplinary concepts. 

Consequently the student teachers could extend their discussions to related concepts 

within their contexts and consulted other learning material in search of relevant ESL 

terminology (ref. 4.8.2.1). They used several strategies to derive meanings of complex 

vocabulary through their interaction and negotiation of meanings which developed their 

ESL. This development was made possible through the student teachers’ engagement 

in the fundamental role of language, which is communication. Communication is the 

basic function of language; a natural asset of human beings enacted in every sphere of 

life (Nunan 2013; Cook 2001; Rodman & Fromkin 1998). Properly designed cooperative 

learning groups (ref. 4.8.2) allowed personal scaffolding through meta-learning, which 

should be the basic aim of properly designed cooperative learning groups (c.f. Slabbert 

et al 2009). Fundamentally, cooperative learning must simply enhance each learner’s 

knowledge individual construction of meaning which is at the core of learning (Slabbert 
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et al 2009). This practice also confirms one of the findings in Evans and Morrison’s 

(2011) study of students in Hong Kong, where ESL students at a tertiary institution, 

faced with a new instructional language, felt positive peer-peer support was very helpful 

in their development of ESL. Nonetheless, in discussion groups where the basic 

considerations of effective learning in cooperative groups, such as membership and 

group size were overlooked, learning was not productive.  

Adversely, this grouping also permitted code-switching, as reported in one of the 

interviews (ref. 4.7.2.2), which for some educators, was beneficial to the students in 

understanding content. This confirmed observations by Cook (2001) and Setati & Adler 

(2000) where positive results of learning through code-switching are reported yet where 

the aim was to develop students’ overall ESL proficiency, the consequences were dire 

(Martin-Jones 1995). Code-switching, however, deprived the student teachers total 

immersion in communicating through the LoLT, an essential practice in immersion (c.f. 

de Courcy 2002). This observation has pertinent implications for this study since some 

teacher educators openly permitted students to communicate in their native language 

(ref. 4.8.1.1) and condoned the use of the native language in discussion groups (ref. 

4.8.2.2), regardless of the fact that English was the LoLT; and that it presented a 

challenge to the student teachers. The educators overlooked ESL development 

alongside subject content in such instances. The discussion groups may have been 

communicative as, Kolb and Kolb (2005) assert that human beings naturally derive 

meaning from their experiences through conversation, but a consideration of ESL 

development through the use of the English would promote content and meaningful ESL 

learning.  

5.5.4 ASSESSMENT OF LEARNING  

Learning was assessed in different forms (ref. 4.8.1). When assessing learning, teacher 

educators mainly questioned the student teachers in class discussions. In instances 

where the student teachers responded in a lecture, they experienced a limited range of 

language discourse types, of which the Initiation-Response-Evaluation (IRE) exchanges 

prevailed. It would seem the educators’ questioning was not meant to obtain responses 

from students since they would supply responses and correct mispronounced words 

(ref. 4.8.1.3). However, the questioning also enabled some educators to assess the 

students’ level of comprehending the ESL in order to simplify it (ref. 4.7.2.1). 

Consequently, feedback in classroom lectures was not geared towards engaging the 

students in higher order thinking in order to comprehend the lesson concepts through 
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ESL. Rather they enacted the popular practice of knowledge transmission in higher 

education (Hanson & Sinclair 2008). 

The educators also visited students in their discussion groups (ref. 4.8.1.1, 4.8.1.2 & 

4.8.1.3) and one of them assessed them in group presentations (ref. 4.8.1.2). In lessons 

where the educators utilized cooperative learning groups for their lessons, I could not 

capture most of the teacher educators’ actual words in their group visits. However, their 

interview data indicates that they monitored the students’ progress. One educator 

indicated that that she only gave recognition to the students as they executed their tasks 

and elicited meta-learning actions through providing leads to the answer (ref. 4.7.2.3). 

This practice seems to resemble Slabbert et al (2009)’s proposition about an authentic 

learning task feedback, and in this sense she prompted resourcefulness form the 

students. Most of the educators provided correct responses when called by the group 

members for assistance (ref. 4.7.2, 4.8.1.2 & 4.8.1.4). Slabbert et al (2009) contends 

that authentic feedback should attempt to stretch the students’ thinking without providing 

answers in order to promote reflection on the activity and optimise learning. This 

practice became evident even with the teacher educators who seemed to value the 

complexity of language as promoting meta-learning, such as educator EG (lesson 2). 

The educators could not engage the student teachers in learning task consolidation 

presented by the groups. Instead the educators led a class discussion at the end of the 

lesson, save for one lesson where intermittent presentations were done by two groups 

before the end of the period. In this lesson the educator allowed students to comment 

on each other’s presentations, questioning and clarifying some concepts (ref. 4.8.1.2). 

This practice served to engage the student teachers further in exploratory talk, since 

they challenged each other’s feedback. This kind of assessment was intertwined with 

the learning, and was facilitated by the students themselves. This presentation almost 

resembles a learning task consolidation as proposed by Slabbert et al (2009), but falls 

short in that it featured while the discussions were still in progress, and only some 

groups engaged in this exercise. Ideally, a learning task consolidation should come at 

the end of each learning period, regardless of whether the task has been completed or 

not. At this stage the learners should present what they have learnt to the whole group 

of learners who will critically assess the learning quality of the presenting group of 

students.  

Where formal assessment was pronounced in cooperative learning groups, it served to 

enforce students’ discussions in spite of impractical group sizes (ref. 4.8.3, lesson 2) 

and also engaged the student teachers in research from various sources but 

meaningful, exploratory discussions within such groups were suppressed (ref. 4.8.3.1, 
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lesson 2). However, since reflection is essential in education (Birmingham 2001), it 

seems some educators reflected on the outcome of their lessons with previous groups, 

where formal assessment was pronounced and decided to exclude the issue of formal 

assessment in subsequent lessons, thus in those subsequent lessons, students were 

fully engaged in negotiating meanings of what they observed, and utilised their prior 

knowledge meaningfully. Adversely, when the educator and the student teachers’ 

concern was on improving their grades, cooperative groups could not serve the purpose 

of enhancing each other’s knowledge. This diverted attention concurs with Hardiman 

and Whitman’s (2014) assertion that when students are mainly concerned with 

assessment, their motivation to learn decreases. Rather, attainment of high scores 

becomes their main focus than learning. 

Having discussed educational practices by the teacher educators, the discussion moves 

to the student teachers’ learning practices according to the data. 

 

5.6 STUDENT TEACHERS’ META-LEARNING ACTIONS 

Meta-learning is taking personal control of and responsibility for learning; continually 

reflecting on actions until the highest possible quality of learning is achieved (Slabbert 

et al 2009). A student’s identification of incompetence in a certain area of learning, 

therefore, is the first step in meta-learning. It signifies a reflection on the challenging 

experience, which subsequently prompts planning, executing, monitoring and 

evaluating the learning experience to improve the quality of the learning. The student 

teachers adopted several meta-learning strategies as evident in this figure: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.6: Student teachers’ meta-learning actions for ESL challenges 
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In the survey (ref. 4.2.1.3) students had indicated that lack of communication in ESL 

impacted negatively on their ESL proficiency and they also categorised their identities 

in a position where they felt their language learning potential could not develop. 

However, figure 5.6 shows that they consulted other sources after failure to resolve their 

ESL challenge with the educator responsible for the particular course of study (also ref. 

4.5). Interestingly, one student teacher noted that pronouncing English words in her first 

language improved ESL spelling, but it could not last since the challenge with spelling 

persisted. The students also consulted experts beyond their learning institution for 

assistance in ESL challenges. 

Worthy of note is that, the student teachers indicated an awareness of that lack of 

communication in the target language impeded their proficiency (ref.4.2.1.3) indicating 

that they reflected on their practice. In the reflective journal entries (ref. 4.6), however, 

one of them indicated an improvement in his ESL since he had resorted to speaking in 

the target language frequently; the natural form of acquiring language in order to 

enhance his ESL proficiency, and had observed an improvement. At this instance the 

student evaluated himself in his attempt to improve his learning (Wenden 1991). 

Furthermore, the student teachers engaged in cooperative learning (ref. 4.8.2.1), where 

they explored disciplinary concepts drawn from their real-life contexts. This practice 

provided them with peer support. Peer support was also in the form of assistance with 

reference material (ref. 4.6). In cooperative learning they engaged in exploratory talk, a 

practice that promotes knowledge construction through negotiation of meaning (Wegerif 

& Scrimshaw 1997). Moreover peer support is recommended in immersion programs 

(de Courcy 2002) and it was observed to enhance language learning (Evans and 

Morrison’s 2011).   

The student teachers proposed instructional strategies which they were familiar with. 

For instance, one student’s commented on the familiarity of a concept in a lesson which 

he felt was concealed by the unfamiliar terminology (ref.4.5). This they often realised 

after the ESL was simplified as opposed to engaging in independent problem-solving of 

ESL through immersion and personally discovering the meanings. As a result, the 

students’ urge to engage in meta-learning and acquire ESL was impeded by their 

familiarity with instructional practices that promote dependence on the educator. If 

language acquisition is an innate ability for all humans (Chomsky 1965), then, logically, 

given the right environment and perhaps attitude, these students could enhance their 

language learning potential.  
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While some studies attribute poor ESL proficiency to various factors, (Casanave & Li 

2009; Li 2009; Xie 2010; Evans & Morrison 2011; Boughey 2000; Gillet 2010; Gupta 

2004; Lee 2007; Mngqwashu 2009; Niven 2009) in the case of the higher learning 

context of this study, the teacher educators’ concept of facilitating learning impacted on 

the student teachers’ acquisition of ESL and improvement of its proficiency through 

meta-learning. Based on the teacher educators’ instructional approaches, student 

teachers’ meta-learning strategies were predominantly leaning towards consulting their 

educators for assistance than independent research. As a result, in their responses to 

preferred learning strategies the student teachers favoured simplification of ESL to avert 

their ESL challenges rather than development of ESL through immersion, since in their 

lessons they were rarely engaged in tasks that would prompt meta-learning/ self-

regulation of learning. However, in some carefully planned cooperative learning tasks 

the student teachers engaged in exploratory talk on real-life issues within their contexts 

and extended their ESL discourses. 

 

 
5.7 TEACHER EDUCATORS’ UNDERSTANDING OF FACILITATING 

LEARNING FOR ESL DEVELOPMENT 

In this study, teacher educators’ instructional strategies, though some were within 

constructivist discourses, barely immersed students in learning tasks that would compel 

them to personally solve discipline-related terminology. In most of the lessons teacher 

educators were prone to defining disciplinary terminology and adopting simplified 

strategies to enhance ESL, instead of immersing them in the disciplinary terminology, 

and enforcing meta-leaning actions for meanings. 

Two of the educators suggested that interdisciplinary collaboration can probably help to 

develop ESL, which speaks to integrating language with content. Embedding language 

in context would mean presenting language in its authentic form. This suggestion 

resonates with Gibbons’ (2002) contention that context helps to embed language in 

meaningful contexts. Consequently, this collaboration can help embed ESL in the 

content of realistic discipline content, where learning will be focused on content than 

language (de Courcy 2002). Given the realistic environment, students can experience 

an immersion in the disciplinary ESL while the educator assumes the role of an FOL.  

Brookes and Brookes (1999) contend that educators have the latitude to employ 

learning strategies that are most relevant for the context of the learning based on their 
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judgement. This adjustment is an aspect of practical wisdom, where one acts 

accordingly, based on a personal experience of the situation, to enhance the wellbeing 

of mankind. In this study, teacher educators could engage student teachers in problem-

solving to enhance their learning potential of ESL by promoting meta-learning and 

lifelong learning. This could be a possibility through facilitating learning – a concept that 

is qualitatively different from teaching (Slabbert et al 2009). In this sense, the learning 

task, designed by the teacher educators, should have fully engaged the student 

teachers in real-life discipline-related language experiences. This entails the student 

teacher’s holistic engagement of all his/her senses in executing the task to create 

knowledge from the particular event. Within the conception of facilitating learning, the 

student perceives all the features of the experience through an awareness of the 

significant particulars of the experience seen as relevant. Drawing from the student 

teacher’s realisation of what he/she perceives in the created learning design, the 

observations, reactions, emotions; the teacher educator should facilitate the learning 

towards an awareness of the salient features of the ESL experience, rather than merely 

lecturing on theories, methods, rules and definitions. Moreover, language acquisition is 

the unconscious learning of language, as opposed to direct instruction in the language 

(Krashen 1982).  

The teacher educators’ perceptions of ESL proficiency, its role in academic success, 

and their understandings of executing the instructional strategies they adopted 

impacted on how their students responded to engaging in meta-learning and acquiring 

relevant disciplinary discourses. When educators ignore the acquisition of disciplinary 

discourse, they assume the disciplinary language cannot be acquired in the learning as 

a second language. Given the context of content learning through ESL, students are 

able to acquire the ESL discourses and vocabulary relevant to the specific disciplinary 

content they are learning, provided the discourses are presented in their authentic form; 

as the students experience them in their real-world without being simplified. In essence, 

the realistic context of the content provides meaningful support to the student in spite of 

the ESL challenge, and the two merge to elicit meta-learning actions, which eventually 

result in meaningful construction of knowledge. Ultimately, the student acquires the 

relevant ESL and develops cognitively and academically.  

 

5.8 CONCLUSION  

The unrealistic ESL proficiency evaluations reflected by the student teachers are likely 

to impact on their efforts to enhance their proficiency. Furthermore, since the student 
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teachers and the educators attribute the student teachers’ ESL proficiency to their 

perceived pre-disposition as ESL speakers, in spite of expressing the positive role of 

ESL in learning, the possibility that the learning potential is optimised may not be 

realised. Teacher educators cannot design tasks that will stretch the student teachers’ 

learning ability, and the student teachers will not engage in meta-learning to enhance 

their proficiency since they feel content. Ultimately, the student teachers experienced 

immersion in real-life ESL tasks minimally. The teacher educators’ instructional 

practices, especially the use of students’ real-life experiences, could not fully engage 

students in exploration of real-life ESL challenges and enable acquisition of ESL. 

Rather, simplification of ESL was the preferred strategy. Although students could 

engage in meta-learning actions after failure to obtain clarification from their subject 

educator their ability to engage in self-regulated learning was not fully utilised.  

---oOo--- 
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Chapter 6 
Conclusions, recommendations and limitations 

 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

In the previous chapter I presented the findings of my research. In this Chapter I begin 

with a synopsis of the background of the study. This is followed by responses to the 

research questions, which served to guide the exploration, the methodology and the 

findings of the study. The chapter also presents conclusions and implications of the 

study, as well as recommendations for future research. 

6.2 A SYNOPSIS OF THE STUDY 

The study set out to explore constructivist educational practices enacted by teacher 

educators in developing ESL proficiency among student teachers in a teacher training 

institution wherein ESL is not native to the student teachers. The student teachers’ 

responses to the instructional practices were also sought. The point of departure, 

however, was to establish my participants’ perception of ESL proficiency, through 

seeking their evaluation of ESL proficiency. This was in light of Chomsky’s proposition 

in his Universal Grammar (UG) (Cook & Newson 2007) that all humanity, under normal 

conditions, is wired with the ability to learn language naturally. This language acquisition 

occurs in any real-life context where individuals experience exposure to any language 

event. The formal learning context is another environment where individuals experience 

language events, especially academic language. However, literature reports 

widespread ESL challenges experienced by ESL students, especially in higher 

education in general and teacher education in particular, to learn this language, often 

resulting in poor academic performance. In light of the complexity of academic language 

which must be acquired through a second language, in the case of this study, Cummins’ 

(2009) proposes that academic language must be embedded in context in order to 

afford comprehensibility to learners. Given that language acquisition occurs in natural 

real-life settings, a context that resembles this real-life setting within the formal learning 

environment can be created. It contextualises academic language. This kind of learning 

environment is supported for pedagogy in constructivist learning settings. 

Consequently, the study utilized the constructivist theory, especially the radically socio 

constructivist theory which promotes real-life learning contexts for pedagogy as its 

theoretical framework, to explore how teacher educators utilized constructivist 
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discourse in a teacher education setting, and how the student teachers responded to 

the educational practices of the teacher educators to develop the complex ESL.  

In Chapter 4 above, I presented data from open-ended survey questionnaires, lesson 

observations, semi-structured interviews and reflective journals, sourced from five 

student teachers and four of their teacher educators within a teacher education context. 

Lesson observations, however, focused on a class of 150 student teachers, including 

the five that were sampled for survey questionnaires, interviews and reflective journals. 

Analysis was done through a discourse analysis approach in order to determine 

discourses on student teachers’ ESL challenges in teacher education. The study has 

made several findings in terms of the participants’ perceptions of ESL and their 

utilisation of constructivist instructional and learning strategies in their education 

context. These will be summarised below according to the research questions. 

6.3 ADDRESSING THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The main research question which guided this enquiry was the following: 

How is constructivist discourse utilised to enhance ESL proficiency in teacher 

education? 

Secondary research questions formulated to operationalize the main research question 

were the following: 

1. How do student teachers and teacher educators perceive their ESL proficiency 

of student teachers? 

2. How do teacher educators utilize constructivist discourse in their education 

practice to address the student teachers’ ESL proficiency? 

3. How do student teachers engage in constructivist discourse in enhancing their 

ESL proficiency challenges for their academic success?  

The purpose of this section is to summarise the findings of the study in light of the 

outlined research questions. This presentation follows the sequence of the outlined 

questions. It begins with findings on the perceived ESL proficiency of the student 

teachers in this study. Findings on these ratings should shed light on how the teacher 

educators employed constructivist discourse to address their students’ ESL proficiency 

in their professional practice, and how the student teachers responded to their 

educators’ instructional strategies; wherein the former responds to the second question 

and the latter responds to the third question respectively.  
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6.3.1 PERCEIVED STUDENT TEACHER ESL PROFICIENCY 

In this study the student teachers reflected an awareness of their ESL challenges along 

with their educators. Four of the student teachers and three of their educators described 

ESL proficiency as playing a positive role in academic success. Participants who 

disputed the positive role of ESL cited lack of this proficiency to be the major cause of 

academic failure. On the overall, the participants could identify ESL challenges and the 

value of ESL in the student teachers’ academic progress. 

Both parties identified ESL challenges that were almost similar. These were mainly in 

basic sentence constructions, spelling and isolated meanings of complex disciplinary 

vocabulary. The identified challenges were hardly in expected long stretches of 

disciplinary discourses, such as specific genres, yet genres often vary with disciplines. 

What seems predominant in the student teachers’ ESL challenge is their encounter with 

complex vocabulary, without necessarily locating this jargon within specific disciplinary 

genres of language use. It would seem their perceptions of ESL proficiency rests on 

understanding complex vocabulary in isolation, rather than the ability to control relevant 

disciplinary ESL discourse within a particular context.  

The writing mode was, however, identified by both sets of participants as presenting a 

greater ESL challenge to the student teachers. Long stretches of language, such as 

essays, present a significant cognitive challenge, since it is decontextualized yet it 

involves major planning. Other forms of presenting knowledge in academia, such as 

rhetorical structures like oral presentations, were not identified as challenging. Probably, 

one would assume the student teachers had sufficient practice in speech. Paradoxically, 

the student teachers showed awareness that lack of practice in ESL, that is, speaking 

and reading, hindered their ESL proficiency, but they omitted practice in writing. Only 

one student teacher, however, indicated that he had resorted to communicating in ESL 

in order to extend his proficiency. In writing, none of the students identified lack of 

practice as a contributory factor to improving this skill. This omission of lack of practice 

of the writing aspect in their explication of the low rate they assigned to it presents a 

problem. It seems to suggest that they could not engage in practice in spite of their 

awareness of the challenge. Krashen and Brown (2007) contend that comprehension 

of the subject matter in different disciplines relies on knowledge of the academic 

language. This is to say, the ability to communicate the subject matter is paramount in 

achieving academic success. This presupposes the holistic approach towards the 

acquisition of the language, rather than isolated vocabulary. A holistic approach would 

incorporate the complex academic terminology within the entire disciplinary discourse. 
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Moreover, complex disciplinary terminology (Evans & Morrison 2011) and writing 

(Cummins 2009) have been reported to be drawbacks in ESL students’ attempts to 

optimise their ESL proficiency. In this case, the conversational ESL and the academic 

language are new to the ESL student in the academic setting. Krashen and Brown 

(2007) also hold that, although this discourse may overlap across disciplines, it is mainly 

discipline-specific. By implication, students need to gain relevant discourses in different 

disciplines in order to communicate effectively in those disciplines.  

6.3.1.1 Implications of varied ESL proficiency rates 

The major challenge with the findings in this study is that in spite of identifying their 

challenges the student teachers rated their ESL proficiency way above average in the 

rating scale provided, yet their educators rated them on average and mainly below 

average in all the aspects. The student teachers assigned themselves the high rates in 

spite of the realisation that ESL determines their success in their academic work. This 

inappropriate evaluation of performance has been noted in other studies (El-Koumy 

2010; Xamaní 2013). It could be that they could not realise the intensity of their 

incompetence (Kruger & Dunning 2009) in terms of the context of the ESL use. By 

implication, the student teachers were content with their ESL proficiency. While some 

teacher educators indicated the contextual use of ESL, and they all assigned low rates 

to the student teachers’ ESL proficiency, others could not specify that ESL use varies 

with contexts. They disputed that students could not comprehend ESL, but identified 

specific contexts where the challenge was evident; complex disciplinary terminology, 

abstract concepts and writing.  

The most problematic discourse in terms of the student teachers’ ESL proficiency is 

attributing the lack of proficiency to the students’ pre-disposition as ESL speakers. 

Fundamentally, when the teacher educators also attribute the student teachers’ lack of 

proficiency to their ESL pre-disposition, they rarely make an effort to design learning 

tasks that will enable and optimise the acquisition of ESL. In light of Cummins’ (2009) 

suggestion to embed academic language in context, the educators needed to adopt 

instructional strategies that would contextualize the learning.  

While most of the teacher educators rated their students as less proficient in ESL, they 

also varied in their perceptions of ESL proficiency. The appropriateness of rhetorical 

structures and different genres within their disciplines could not feature prominently in 

their evaluations, yet they carry the essence of the expected disciplinary discourses in 

the student teachers’ professional careers. Basically, their explication of ESL proficiency 
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was not exclusively focused on academic discourse, but it incorporated conversational 

discourse as a component of the students’ ESL proficiency.  

An overarching view in the teacher educators’ discourse of their students’ ESL 

proficiency is that the student teachers’ ability to communicate and negotiate disciplinary 

content was most valuable than the grammatical accuracy of ESL. This is probably 

because they also ascribed the student teachers’ lack of proficiency to their pre-

disposition as ESL speakers. As such code-switching between English and the student 

teachers’ first language was viewed positively by both the educators and the student 

teachers. It was viewed as signifying the student teachers’ engagement with subject 

content to construct meanings of concepts and also that it affords the educator an 

opportunity to evaluate the students’ comprehension of concepts. Consequently, the 

student teachers’ Basic Interpersonal Conversational Skills (BICS) are valuable in the 

context of this study.  

6.3.2 TEACHER EDUCATORS’ UTILIZATION OF CONSTRUCTIVIST DISCOURSE TO DEVELOP 

STUDENT TEACHERS’ ESL PROFICIENCY 

This study has revealed that different educators approach constructivist strategies 

differently, depending on their understanding of ESL proficiency and their personal 

intuitions. According to Geelan (in Kotzee 2010), the educator’s theory about knowledge 

may influence the employment of constructivist instructional strategies in the classroom. 

In the context of this research, some constructivist instructional strategies could impede 

the student teachers’ ESL development.  

While only one of the three teacher educators specifically identified the constructivist 

theory of learning as a basis for the design of his lessons, the teacher educators utilised 

the student teachers’ real-life experiences in their instructional practices, albeit 

differently. Real-life experiences were used: to complement theory, as analogies, for 

demonstration by the educator, as reference, to facilitate scaffolding, and for 

exploration. They also used hypothetical material for demonstrations in lessons.  

Teacher educators who acknowledged that discourses vary with contexts of language 

engaged student teachers in cooperative learning groups to negotiate meanings of 

concepts. Such educators were also creative enough to incorporate their personal 

inventions as strategies for addressing the student teachers’ ESL challenges. However, 

the urge to lean towards simplifying ESL, in spite of an awareness of the student 

teachers’ marked ESL challenges within the academic setting, seemed to be prevalent. 

Simplification of ESL even dominates the teacher educators’ suggestions for strategies 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | 231 

that can be employed in case of major ESL challenges among student teachers. This 

simplification of the target language deprived the student teachers of an engagement in 

meta-learning actions to acquire the ESL. Instead, it transferred to student teachers’ 

reliance on teacher educators to solve their ESL challenges.  

For some educators prior knowledge seemed to focus on school learned facts which 

exclude the composite real-life experiences students bring into their learning 

environment. Piaget (Beard 1969) defines prior knowledge as ‘schemes’ and 

Glasersfeld (1995) names them ‘conceptual structures’. These are the complex, 

interrelated networks of constructs and understandings, which assist the student to 

explain the past experience, reflect on the present experience and predict the future 

experience or outcome (Geelan 2006:54). If language is part of humanity and our lives 

are lived as conversations then all our social experiences can be utilised as learning 

tasks that can develop language. 

In the case of this study, teacher educators used real-life material mainly to supplement 

explanations than to engage students in exploration and enforce negotiation of meaning 

to promote ESL. As such, utilisation of real-life material in learning could not always 

transfer to an engagement in problem-solving. Some lessons moved from theory to 

practice, thus depriving students the opportunity to pursue their knowledge 

independently and acquire language through meta-learning.  

While cooperative learning groups could serve to promote ESL through articulation and 

negotiation of meaning, the student teachers’ learning potential was not fully explored. 

This resulted from the lack of stern measures on the composition and management of 

cooperative learning groups to ensure a learning environment that would enforce 

exploration and construction of knowledge. Consequently, students could not discuss 

meaningfully in cooperative learning groups that had no clearly defined goals and were 

characterized by large sizes. In most of the discussion groups, members code-switched 

between their native language and English and thus could not practice ESL. Some 

cooperative learning groups in this study, however, provided platforms for students to 

reflect on their claims and enlarge their disciplinary vocabulary. The absence of 

individual tasks (individual construction) prior to cooperative groups deprived the 

students of in-depth critical reflection on the concepts of discussions (social 

construction). Such practice would challenge students to question their judgement and 

further refine their claims. This in turn would promote articulation and deeper 

understanding of disciplinary concepts. Cooperative learning should serve the function 

of enhancing each member’s learning potential, and in language development, it should 
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promote each learner’s language profile and lifelong learning. In instances where 

student teachers manipulated real-life learning tasks they also discussed on real-life 

concepts, attended to complex disciplinary language, extended their vocabulary and 

attended to their spelling errors. 

Some educators realised that the learning task feedback should not avail answers to 

students to promote exploration, but rather encourage learning, but this position was 

inconsistent. Assessment that was almost intertwined with learning resembled IRE 

exchanges since the learning task consolidation was often led by the educator or 

conducted while the discussion period was on-going. When educators assess learning 

in progress, they reflect on the observed reaction of the students to the language and 

the learning in order to act accordingly without providing answers in order to optimise 

the learning.  

Basically, knowledge of constructivist discourses could not fully transfer to a realisation 

of how constructivist strategies can promote language acquisition, since the teacher 

educators could not prioritise constructivist strategies in their suggestions for major ESL 

challenges. 

6.3.3 STUDENT TEACHERS’ UTILIZATION OF CONSTRUCTIVIST DISCOURSE TO DEVELOP ESL 

PROFICIENCY 

Student teachers in this study engaged in interactions in cooperative learning groups, 

but code-switching dominated these discussions. In cooperative groups that were 

appropriately structured and focused on the students teachers’ real-life experiences, the 

student teachers utilised the LoLT, negotiated meanings and extended each other’s 

knowledge of disciplinary vocabulary. Interestingly, in most of the groups I could hear 

the students from a distance code-switching in their discussions. However, when I drew 

closer to capture their discussions they reverted to a completely English mode. This 

could mean they realised the need to engage in the LoLT. 

Cooperative groups that were not properly structured, with learning tasks that were not 

clearly defined, could not yield rich and meaningful interactions among group members. 

Instead, their focus was shifted to the assessment of the learning. However, in groups 

where exploratory discussions were evident, where students were assigned tasks that 

were within their real-life experiences and well planned, they could regulate their own 

learning in order to contribute meaningfully in discussions and gain understanding of 

the concepts presented in challenging ESL. In cooperative learning groups where ESL 
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development was realised, communication; the natural function of language, was 

embodied. 

Students engaged in meta-learning as groups and as individuals when confronted with 

ESL challenges. They could plan, monitor, assess and evaluate their strategies in the 

process. In their attempts, they consulted their educators while lessons were in progress 

and in private. They also consulted educators and experts from other educational 

institutions if in their assessment further clarification was needed. They also used 

reference material such as textbooks, browsed the Internet from their cell phones within 

and outside their lecture rooms. They received peer support for reference material, 

discussions and advice.  

However, the student teachers predominantly consulted their educators in their meta-

learning strategies to resolve their ESL challenges, and rarely engaged in independent 

research. Any other resource was consulted in the event satisfactory clarification was 

not obtained from the educator.  

6.4 CONCLUSION: UTILIZATION OF CONSTRUCTIVIST DISCOURSE IN 

TEACHER EDUCATION FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF ESL 

The data indicate that there is an interrelationship between the teacher educator’s 

employment of constructivist instructional strategies in addressing student teachers’ 

ESL challenges and students’ engagement in meta-learning to develop ESL. While 

some teacher educators employed strategies that engaged the student teachers in 

construction of meaning and related learning tasks to student teachers’ real-life 

experiences, all of them were prone to simplifying ESL input and recommended 

simplification strategies in their suggestions for major ESL challenges. 

Most of the teacher educators in this study did not regard ESL development as 

integrated in the teaching of content, but rather as an isolated skill that is developed 

independently. In their instruction, these educators code-switched, simplified ESL, 

promoted code-switching in their students’ discussion groups, and rarely engaged 

students’ exploration of real-life experiences. Rather, students’ real-life experiences 

served mainly as reference in the transmission mode, yet such practice suppresses the 

acquisition of the target language, English, through meta-learning. Students are 

compelled to engage in meta-learning when confronted with challenging real-life 

language events. Such learning engages the student cognitively, becomes meaningful 

and extends the student’s knowledge beyond the Basic Interpersonal Conversational 

Skill to Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (Cummins 2009). Students 
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experience disciplinary jargon and discourses and construct meaning within the 

execution of different disciplinary tasks. When the basic knowledge of language, 

conversational language is seen as adequate, the learning task does not present a 

challenge to the students and interaction in English is not fully enforced. 

6.5 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

 Student teachers rated their ESL proficiency above average in spite of 

identifying their challenges with ESL. 

 Student teachers’ perceptions of ESL challenges were mainly based on their 

encounter with complex ESL vocabulary than on ways of representing 

knowledge in specific disciplines. 

 Teacher educators’ perceptions of ESL proficiency, their understanding of 

constructivist instructional discourses contributes immensely in the utilisation 

of constructivist strategies in promoting ESL acquisition.  

 All disciplines have the potential to develop ESL through acquisition given that 

the LoLT is utilised by disciplinary experts and incorporates disciplinary 

discourses. However, there seems to be a need for intensive understanding of 

the philosophy behind facilitating learning and student-centred learning by 

teacher educators.  

 Utilisation of real-life material contextualizes the concepts of the learning, but 

the learning task design and instructional strategy determine if students will 

engage in meta-learning and explore linguistic concepts within the discipline.  

 Assigning students learning tasks in groups does not necessarily result in 

negotiated meanings that can extend their knowledge of disciplinary discourse 

in cooperative learning groups. Rather, effortful planning of content activities 

embedded in the disciplinary language and manageable, well-structured group 

sizes are critical in promoting rich negotiations. 

 When formal assessment of learning is not specified, students engage in rich 

meaningful interactions of language concepts in the target language.  

6.6 THE NEED FOR EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING OF ESL 

Abstract concepts presented in complex ESL, which is also abstract, can be made 

concrete through designing learning tasks that will embed the disciplinary ESL in 

realistic content. The writing mode is decontextualized and, therefore, abstract. This is 
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to say, the context of the communication is removed from the student. In this sense, 

abstract concepts lack the paralinguistic cues (Abercrombie 2011) that complement 

verbal language and the objects or concepts of the context of communication which is 

often evident in contextualized discourse. Although the teacher educators could identify 

the abstractness of concepts as presenting a challenge, they could not fully utilise the 

student teacher’s real-life experiences to contextualize the abstract concepts. Instead, 

they capitalized on disseminating information through defining complex terminology, 

and where real-life experiences were evident, the educators still maintained the 

authoritative role through demonstrating, making reference to the experiences and 

making analogies. The approach contradicts Cook and Newman’s (2007:4) proposition 

that sounds and symbols are merely “the external face of language”. They have no 

meaning in and of themselves, but derive meanings from physical events and objects. 

This is to say, speakers of a language do not simply comprehend the sound or the 

meaning; but that they must know how to link the two. Students need to experience the 

concepts of their learning in real-life. In experiential learning, students actively engage 

in learning tasks which encourage the practical operation of a learning activity and 

equally reflect on that activity to create meaning (Furman & Sibthorp 2013). This notion 

speaks to the teacher educators’ design of their lessons. Confronting students with real-

life ESL challenges within the discipline could contextualize concepts and motivate them 

to search for meanings independently.  

6.7 RECONCEPTUALISING ESL DEVELOPMENT THROUGH FACILITATING 

LEARNING 

In this study the student teachers were rarely confronted with real-life concepts to 

enable an engagement in problem solving and eventual acquisition of disciplinary ESL 

through meta-learning. In the first lessons teacher educators would often simplify 

terminology through defining, using simpler terms, repeating, code-switching and 

basically assuming a directive role as carriers of information. This approach could not 

engage the student teachers cognition in constructing meaning.  

In a constructivist classroom the teachers’ role is interactive and the learning includes 

primary material that can be manipulated. This approach was evident in Educator ES’ 

last lesson where the student teachers designed circuits in cooperative learning groups, 

from primary material sourced by the educator. Although I could not capture the 

educators’ comments when he visited the groups, but in this activity I could see some 

students browsing the internet in their cell-phones in search for extended meanings of 

concepts they encountered while manipulating learning material. The activity excited 
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them since it was within their real-life experiences and they made discoveries of new 

concepts which they had to explore further. Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle 

advocates that the student reflects on the concrete experience through observation and 

then forms an abstract conceptualization of the concrete experience (Kolb 2015, Petkus 

2000). This conceptualization would be applied in a similar experience in future. 

Moreover, practical wisdom advocates that authentic learning is learning from 

experience (Korthagen et al 2001). Similarly in Educator EG’s last two lessons where 

students discussed disciplinary concepts which were within their experiences they could 

challenge each other’s views based on their knowledge of the concepts and would 

eventually search for relevant terminology to represent their constructed knowledge. In 

their explanations when challenged they would use sketches of diagrams, objects that 

could simulate the process, search for information from their textbooks in an effort to 

support their arguments  

Generally teacher educators have been acquainted with the scientific understanding of 

a problem which can be generalised (episteme). They have ignored the relation 

between theory and practice (Korthagen et al 2001). In this sense theory develops from 

practice. The radically socio-constructivist theory advocates that construction of 

knowledge is made possible through confronting the students with challenging tasks 

such that the individual mind engages in problem solving before sharing information 

with the rest in cooperative learning groups to enhance knowledge (Slabbert et al 2009), 

where the social aspect of this knowledge construction is realised. The student is 

immersed in the challenge in order to optimise learning. Language immersion in this 

sense cannot be designed in isolation from its context (Genesee 2012). Given this 

condition, the learning task design rests on the FOL and the kind of support an educator 

decides to provide in the classroom in a language class is of crucial importance 

(Gibbons 2002). The educator should facilitate learning, which is neither teaching nor 

telling nor preaching nor guiding (Slabbert et al 2009). In this sense the FOL facilitates 

the quality of the learning process. Although teacher educators utilised the student 

teachers’ real-life experiences, and some used hypothetical material in their lessons the 

concept of facilitating learning was missed. For instance, in some lessons the educators 

would inform the students what to observe when manipulating material (ref. 4.8.1.1, last 

three lessons). In such instances self-regulation of learning is removed from the student. 

Again the educator consolidated the task at the end of the lesson (ref. 4.8.1.1, lesson 

3) instead of calling for presentations of findings from discussion groups.  

Although cooperative learning is supported in constructivist classrooms, in this study 

poorly planned cooperative learning groups could not yield productive outcomes in 
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terms of ESL development. For instance in Educator EE’s last lesson (ref. 4.8.1.3) the 

goals of the learning were not directed towards enhancing each student teachers’ 

knowledge, but rather to improve grades. Consequently the development of ESL was 

not realised. 

Most of the lessons lacked the learning task consolidation (LTD). In terms of language 

development, linguistic competence is not enough (Hymes in Nazari 2007). Students 

need to expose their communicative competence through performance. Gibbons (2002) 

stresses that, it is crucial for learners to be provided with an opportunity to use stretches 

of language, where they would not only focus on what they say in their delivery, but 

rather on how they say it. When students are given a platform to present their 

constructed knowledge their linguistic outputs are refined through the monitor 

hypothesis (Krashen 1982). It is only in Educator EG’s lesson (ref. 4.8.1.2) where I 

observed group presentations. These presentations however were done in between the 

lesson, after which discussions resumed.  

Educators need to comprehend the fundamentals of how constructivist elements 

improve the quality of language learning so that they effectively utilise these elements, 

in their educational practice (Brookes & Brookes 1999). 

6.8 RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the earlier discussion of findings in Chapter 5 and the foregoing summary of 

findings, this research recommends as follows: 

 Teacher education should invest in designing learning tasks that will engage 

student teachers in cognitively challenging real-life language tasks that can 

compel students to engage in meta-learning and acquire ESL.  

 Teacher educators should promote facilitation of learning in order to promote 

meta-learning and develop relevant disciplinary discourse in the content, which 

students can transfer to their professional practice. 

 Cooperative learning groups in any discipline should be promoted since they 

avail to students an opportunity to engage in educationally enriching dialogues, 

where they justify their claims when challenged, sharpen their argumentative 

skills and acquire new terminology in a relaxed atmosphere, through peer-peer 

interaction. However, teacher educators must be mindful of the group 

composition and the prevalent LoLT in these group settings. 
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 Assessment of learning should enable students to explore complex disciplinary 

jargon through rich negotiations and construct meaning of concepts rather than 

being utilised as a threatening tool. 

 Interdepartmental collaboration with language departments in higher learning 

institutions can foster ESL development through embedding real-life 

disciplinary discourses in content and ensuring problem solving instructional 

strategies, in order to optimise ESL acquisition and learning.  

6.9 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

A major challenge in this study was the period of data collection. This period coincided 

with teaching practice. Therefore, some teacher educators had to attend to their 

students in large groups in order to create some extra-time to observe student teachers 

in levels 2 and 3 who were on teaching practice in schools. Furthermore, this period 

was towards the examination period. Therefore, some of my student participants would 

miss some lessons while working on their projects in order to meet deadlines.  

In cooperative learning groups I could not capture most of the discussions since some 

students seemed uncomfortable when I moved closer to record discussions, probably 

because in such groups the first language dominated; yet English had to be the 

language of communication. Recorded interactions, therefore, were only of students 

who were discussing in English and continued with their discussions in their ESL in my 

presence.  

A further limitation was that I could not capture the teacher educators’ feedback when 

they visited cooperative learning groups owing to the fact that my movement to another 

group, where the educator would be offering feedback, would disturb my recording of 

the one group.  

As Yin (2009) points out, findings in case studies are not easily transferable. In my case 

study, I have counteracted this through providing a rich thick description of my research 

context in order to enable readers to decide how my context fits into their own. I have 

also crystallised the findings from the multiple sources utilised to confirm finding in the 

case. However, as stated in my research assumptions, the study assumed multiple 

realities. Therefore, findings are bound to vary with participants and contexts.  
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6.10 CONCLUSION 

It became evident that, although the student teachers and teacher educators had similar 

views on the student teachers’ ESL proficiency, the student teachers’ evaluations of this 

proficiency was way above their actual competence as presented by their educators. 

This would present a problem in terms of the student teachers’ efforts to engage in 

meta-learning actions to improve their ESL proficiency. Although the teacher educators 

could realise their students’ ESL incompetence, their utilization of constructivist 

discourse also promoted the student teachers’ reliance on them for learning. The 

teacher educators could not facilitate learning and fully immerse the students in 

challenging real-life ESL independent tasks. Rather they simplified the learning, which 

deprived the students from fully engaging in learning tasks. However in properly planned 

cooperative learning groups, where the students explored tasks based on their real-life 

experiences, they could engage in exploratory discussions and extend their ESL. 

Seemingly, the teacher educators, in this study regarded ESL development as an 

isolated skill that is developed independently rather than integrated in the teaching of 

disciplinary content. 
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APPENDIX A: OPEN-ENDED SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRES 

RESEARCH ON THE LANGUAGE OF TEACHING AND LEARNING (ENGLISH) AND 
ACADEMIC SUCCESS - TEACHER EDUCATORS 

 
Date: …………………………………        Name: ………………………………………. 
 
1. How would you rate your own English language proficiency? Indicate your rating with an 

X in the corresponding block for each aspect.  
                  Low           High 

Aspect 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Speaking           

Reading           

Writing           

 
2.  Describe what this rating means in practical terms (what you are capable of and what 

not in using the English language) for each aspect. 
 
Speaking: ………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
………………………………………………………………………………..................... 
  
Reading: ………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
Writing: ………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
3. How would you rate your students’ range of English language proficiency? Indicate the 

lowest range and the highest range for each aspect with an X in the corresponding 
blocks for each aspect.  

                  Low                              High 

Aspect 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Speaking           

Writing           

 
4.  Describe what this rating means in practical terms (what your students are capable of 

and what not in using the English language) for each aspect. 
 
Speaking: ………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
………………………………………………………………………………..................... 
  
Writing: …………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
5. How would you describe the role of the language of teaching and learning (English) in 

the academic success of your students? 
6. How do you ensure that the language of teaching and learning (English) will not be a 

barrier to your students’ academic success? 
7. Name and describe any particular theory, method, strategy or technique that you have 

employed or are employing to ensure that the language of teaching and learning 
(English) will not be a barrier to your students’ academic success. If you have not 
employed any such particular theory, method, strategy or technique, just answer this 
question with “None”. 
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RESEARCH ON THE LANGUAGE OF TEACHING AND LEARNING (ENGLISH) AND 
ACADEMIC SUCCESS – STUDENT TEACHER  

 
Date: …………………………………        Name: ……………………………………………. 
 
1. How would you rate your own English language proficiency? Indicate your rating with an 

X in the corresponding block for each aspect.  
                  Low           High 

Aspect 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Speaking           

Reading           

Writing           

 
2.  Describe what this rating means in practical terms (what you are capable of and what 

not in using the English language) for each aspect. 
 
Speaking: ………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
………………………………………………………………………………..................... 
  
Reading: ………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
Writing: ………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
3. How would you rate your lecturers’ English language proficiency? Indicate with an X in 

the corresponding block for each aspect.  
                  Low                              High 

Aspect 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Speaking           

Writing           

 
4.  Describe what this rating means in practical terms (what your lecturer is capable of in 

using the English language and what not) for each aspect. 
 
Speaking: ………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
………………………………………………………………………………..................... 
  
Writing: …………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
5. How would you describe the role of the language of teaching and learning (English) in 

your academic success? 
6. Describe the barriers you experience in your academic success that is caused by the 

language of learning and teaching (English)? 
7. What do you do to ensure that you do not experience barriers to your academic success 

that may be caused by the language of teaching and learning (English)? 
8. What would you like your lecturers to do to ensure that you will not experience barriers 

to your academic success that may be caused by the language of teaching and learning 
(English)? 
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

TEACHER EDUCATORS: 

 

6. What was the topic of this lecture? 

7. What were the expected outcomes of the lecture? 

8. Give a broad outline of how you went about teaching this topic? 

9. What was the theoretical foundation of your teaching of this topic?  

10. What was your teaching method through which you taught this topic? 

11. Why would you say this educational theory and teaching method was the best 

way in which to teach this topic? 

12. How well did your students achieve the outcomes? 

13. How did you establish their level of achievement of the outcomes? 

14. Using English as the language of teaching and learning, did you find that your 

students experience any problem in understanding your lecture? 

15. How did you ensure that the English teaching and learning language barrier to 

your students’ learning is eliminated? 

16. Was there any possibility that, using English as the language of teaching and 

learning, your students might have experienced any problem in understanding 

your lecture? 

17. How would you have ensured that the English teaching and learning language 

barrier to your students’ learning would be eliminated? 

18. If you would have found that English as teaching and learning language is or is 

becoming a major barrier to your students’ academic success what changes 

would you make in your teaching practice to eliminate the barrier. 
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

 

STUDENT TEACHERS: 

 

1. What would you say was the topic of this lecture? 

2. What would you say were the expected outcomes of the lecture? 

3. Did you experience any problems in understanding the English your lecturer 

used for teaching and learning in order for you to achieve the outcomes? 

4. What did you do about experiencing such an English teaching and learning 

language problem during the lecture? 

5. How would you have wanted your lecturer to assist you in eliminating such an 

English teaching and learning language problem? 

6. If such an English teaching and learning language problem was not resolved 

during the lecture what would you have done to resolve such a problem? 

7. How would you advise your lecturer in the way he or she should teach to 

ensure that the English as teaching and learning language will not be a barrier 

to your academic success? 
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APPENDIX D: OBSERVATION SCHEDULE 

 

Course: ____________Session number: _______   Date: _____________ 

Topic: __________________________________________________ 

What to observe: to mark with a √ where present an X where absent. 

 

Features of constructivism √/

x 
Comment 

Small groups   

 

Real/authentic tasks within students’ 

experiences 

  

Simulated tasks   

 

Distribution of task among members   

 

Students exercise self-management   

 

Dialogue in groups /negotiation of 

meaning e.g. clarification, elaboration 

etc. 

  

Educator initially scaffolds new 

knowledge 

  

Educator mainly acts as 

facilitator/coach to help group members 

reflect on interaction 

  

Generalization beyond the specific 

problem 
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APPENDIX E: 
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APPENDIX F: LETTER TO MINISTRY OF EDUCATION AND TRAINING                                    

            
            

      
 
July, 2011 
 
The Regional Education Officer 
P. O. Box 976 
Mbabane 
Swaziland 
 
Dear Sir/ Madam 
 
Re: Permission to conduct research at the Southern Africa Nazarene University- Faculty of 
Education 
 
Research Project Title: Exploring the role of language in academic success at a teacher training 

institution in Swaziland 

 

I am a lecturer at the Southern Africa Nazarene University who is currently enrolled for a Doctoral degree 

programme in Humanities Education at the University of Pretoria’s Faculty of Education. One major 

component of the programme is to engage in a research project. I therefore request permission to conduct 

research at the Faculty of Education of the Southern Africa Nazarene University which is in your region.  

 

The aim of the research is to explore the role of language in the academic success of the student teachers 

at the institution. Language plays a major role in communication and interaction. However, in institutions 

of higher learning its impact may go beyond this main role hence the urge to explore this impact. 

Participation of student teachers and educators in this project will help them both to reflect on their 

learning and teaching processes since the project will be guided by theories of constructivism. 

 

My supervisors for this project are Professor J. A. Slabbert and Dr A. Engelbrecht who are lecturers in 

the Department of Humanities Education at the University of Pretoria’s Faculty of Education. 

 

Should you require clarification on the project you can contact me or my supervisors at the following 
addresses;         
 

     

 

 

 

 

Your cooperation in this regard will be highly appreciated. 

Yours faithfully 

______________ 
Faith B. Mlotsa-Mngomezulu 

Supervisor 
Prof. J.A. Slabbert  
University of Pretoria 
Faculty of Education  
Department of Humanities 
Education  
Telephone (0027)  
Email:  jslabbert@up.ac.za 
 

 

Researcher  
Faith B. Mlotsa-Mngomezulu 
P.O. Box 5605 
Manzini 
M200 
Cellphone (0027) 71 748 8207 
                  (+268) 608 7466 
Email: bmlotsa@yahoo.com
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Researcher’s signature _________________________        Date_________________________ 

Supervisor’s signature _________________________       Date_________________________    
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APPENDIX G: LETTER TO THE SOUTHERN AFRICA NAZARENE UNIVERSITY 

ADMINISTRATION 
          

 
November, 2011 
 
The Vice Chancellor 
Southern Africa Nazarene University 
P. O. Box 14 
Manzini 
Swaziland 
 
Dear Sir/ Madam 
 
Re: Permission to conduct research at the Southern Africa Nazarene University - Faculty of 
Education 
 
Research Project Title: Exploring the role of language in academic success at a teacher training 

institution in Swaziland 

I am a lecturer at the Southern Africa Nazarene University who is currently enrolled for a Doctoral degree 

programme in Humanities Education at the University of Pretoria’s Faculty of Education. One major 

component of the programme is to engage in a research project. I therefore request permission to conduct 

research at the Faculty of Education of the Southern Africa Nazarene University.  

 

The aim of the research is to explore the role of language in the academic success of student teachers 

at the institution. Language plays a major role in communication and interaction. However, in institutions 

of higher learning its impact may go beyond this main role hence the urge to explore this impact. 

Participation of student teachers and educators in this project will help them both to reflect on their 

learning and teaching processes since the project will be guided by theories of constructivism. 

 

My supervisors for this project are Professor J. A. Slabbert and Dr A. Engelbrecht who are lecturers in 

the Department of Humanities Education at the University of Pretoria’s Faculty of Education. 

 

Should you require clarification on the project you can contact me or my supervisors at the following 

addresses;         

 

 

 

 

 

 

Your cooperation in this regard will be highly appreciated. 

 

 

Yours faithfully 

Researcher  
Faith B. Mlotsa-Mngomezulu 
P.O. Box 5605 
Manzini 
M200 
Cellphone (0027) 71 748 8207 
                  (+268) 608 7466 
Email: bmlotsa@yahoo.com
  
 

Supervisor 
Prof. J.A. Slabbert  
University of Pretoria 
Faculty of Education  
Department of Humanities 
Education  
Telephone (0027)  
Email:  jslabbert@up.ac.za 
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______________ 
Faith B. Mlotsa-Mngomezulu 
 

Researcher’s signature _________________________        Date_________________________ 

Supervisor’s signature _________________________       Date_________________________   
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  APPENDIX H                                                                                   

            
            
  

 
 
July, 2011 
 
The Principal 
Southern Africa Nazarene University 
Faculty of Education 
P. O .Box 602 
Mbabane 
Swaziland 
 
Dear Sir/ Madam 
 
Re: Permission to conduct research at the Southern Africa Nazarene University- Faculty of 
Education 
 
Research Project Title: Exploring the role of language in academic success at a teacher training 

institution in Swaziland 

I am a lecturer at the Southern Africa Nazarene University who is currently enrolled for a Doctoral degree 

programme in Humanities Education at the University of Pretoria’s Faculty of Education. One major 

component of the programme is to engage in a research project. I therefore request permission to conduct 

research at the Faculty of Education of the Southern Africa Nazarene University.  

 

The aim of the research is to explore the role of language in the academic success of the student teachers 

at the institution. Language plays a major role in communication and interaction. However, in institutions 

of higher learning its impact may go beyond this main role hence the urge to explore this impact. 

Participation of student teachers and educators in this project will help them both to reflect on their 

learning and teaching processes since the project will be guided by theories of constructivism. 

 

My supervisors for this project are Professor J. A. Slabbert and Dr A. Engelbrecht who are lecturers in 

the Department of Humanities Education at the University of Pretoria’s Faculty of Education. 

 

Should you require clarification on the project you can contact me or my supervisors at the following 

addresses;         

 

 

 

 

 

 

Your cooperation in this regard will be highly appreciated. 

Yours faithfully 

Researcher  
Faith B. Mlotsa-Mngomezulu 
P.O. Box 5605 
Manzini 
M200 
Cellphone (0027) 717 488 207  
                 (+268) 608 7466             
Email: bmlotsa@yahoo.com  
 

Supervisor 
Prof. J.A. Slabbert  
University of Pretoria 
Faculty of Education  
Department of Humanities 
Education  
Telephone (0027)  
Email:  jslabbert@up.ac.za 
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______________ 
Faith B. Mlotsa-Mngomezulu 
 

Researcher’s signature _________________________     Date_________________________ 

Supervisor’s signature _________________________       Date_________________________    
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APPENDIX I: LETTER OF INFORMED CONSENT FOR STUDENT TEACHERS 

 
February, 2012 
 
Dear Student 
 
RE: Request to Participate in a Research Project 
 
Research Project Title: Exploring the role of language in academic success at a teacher training 
institution in Swaziland 
 
Kindly read the contents of this letter carefully before you decide to participate in the research project. 
 
Purpose of the Research Study 
You are kindly invited to participate in a research project aimed at gaining some insight into the role of 
language in enhancing academic success at a teacher training institution which is an institution of higher 
learning. 
 
What You Will Be Asked To Do 
Participation in this research project will require you to respond to; 1) be observed in your classroom 
sessions, 2) be interviewed individually by the researcher on your experiences of the language of teaching 
and learning in higher education and 3) keep a reflective journal where you will record your experiences 
and attempts at addressing your language challenges and the results. 
 
Time Required 
Interview sessions will last for about 45minutes to an hour per session. There will be four different 
sessions which will spread over a period of one week intervals. The reflective journals will be collected in 
two phases; after the second interview and after the last interview. 
 
Risks and Benefits 
Risks: 
There is no anticipated risk or harm to you. The purpose of the observation, interview or reflective journal 
is not meant to assess you in any way and the results will not be used anywhere else outside this research 
study.  
Benefits:  
Through participating in this study, you will have an opportunity to understand your individual learning 
process as you reflect on your interpretation of concepts in lessons observed. These reflections will also 
enable you to think about how you can optimise your own learning through changing or modifying your 
strategies.  
 
Voluntary Participation and Confidentiality 
Your participation in this study is voluntary. Should you declare yourself willing to participate in the study, 
confidentiality is guaranteed. Your name will not appear anywhere in the research report. 
 
Right to Withdraw from the Study 
You may decide to withdraw from the study at any stage should you wish not to continue.  
 
Agreement: I have read, understood and considered the above, which indicate the researcher’s 
intentions and request for my participation in the research project. I voluntarily agree to participate in the 
research project. I hereby show my willingness to participate in the study by signing below. 
 
Student teacher’s signature_____________________________ Date ___________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



Page | 272 

Audio and Video Recording 
The researcher will wish to audio-record the interviews with you and video-record the classroom 
observations and hereby seek your permission to do this. 
 
Agreement: I understand that there will be audio-recording of interviews and video-recording of 
classroom observations, which will only be used for purposes of the research project without my name 
and picture appearing anywhere in the research report. 
 
I agree to audio-recording: Student teacher’s signature _______________Date _______________ 
 
I agree to video-recording: Student teacher’s signature _______________Date _______________ 
 
Should you need any clarification or have questions about the research project, be free to contact me or 
my supervisor at the following addresses; 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Supervisor 

Prof. J.A. Slabbert  
University of Pretoria 
Faculty of Education  
Department of Humanities 
Education  
Telephone (0027)  
Email:  jslabbert@up.ac.za 
 

 

Researcher  
Faith B. Mlotsa-Mngomezulu 
P.O. Box 5605 
Manzini 
M200 
Cellphone (0027) 71 748 8207 
                  (+268) 7608 7466 
Email: bmlotsa@yahoo.com
  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 

mailto:bmlotsa@yahoo.com
mailto:bmlotsa@yahoo.com


Page | 273 

APPENDIX J: LETTER OF INFORMED CONSENT FOR TEACHER EDUCATORS 

 
February, 2012          
 
Dear Teacher Educator 
 
RE: Request to Participate in a Research Project 
 
Research Project Title: Exploring the role of language in academic success at a teacher training 
institution in Swaziland 
 
Kindly read the contents of this letter carefully before you decide to participate in the research project. 
 
Purpose of the Research Study 
You are kindly invited to participate in a research project aimed at gaining some insight into the role of 
language in enhancing academic success in a teacher training institution which is an institution of higher 
learning. 
 
What You Will Be Asked To Do 
Participation in this research project will require you to respond to 1) be observed in your classroom 
sessions, 2) be interviewed individually by the researcher on your experiences of the language of teaching 
and learning in higher education. 
 
Time Required 
Interview sessions will last for about 45 minutes to an hour per session. There will be four different 
sessions which will spread over a period of a one week interval.  
 
Risks and Benefits 
Risks: 
There is no anticipated risk or harm to you. The purpose of the observation and interview is not meant to 
assess you in any way and the results will not be used anywhere else outside this research study.  
Benefits:  
Through participating in this study, you will have an opportunity to reflect on your education practice and 
gain an understanding of your students’ language problems.  
 
Voluntary Participation and Confidentiality 
Your participation in this study is voluntary. Should you declare yourself willing to participate in the study, 
confidentiality is guaranteed. Your name will not appear anywhere in the research report. 
 
Right to Withdraw from the Study 
You may decide to withdraw from the study at any stage should you wish not to continue.  
 
Agreement: I have read, understood and considered the above, which indicate the researcher’s 
intentions and request for my participation in the research project. I voluntarily agree to participate in the 
research project. I hereby show my willingness to participate in the study by signing below. 
 
Educator’s signature __________________________ Date ________________________ 
 
 
 
Audio and Video Recording 
The researcher will wish to audio-record the interviews with you and video-record the classroom 
observations and hereby seek your permission to do this. 
 
 
Agreement: I understand that there will be audio-recording of interviews and video-recording of 
classroom observations, which will only be used for purposes of the research project without my name 
and picture appearing anywhere in the research report. 
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I agree to audio-recording: Educator’s signature _________________Date _____________________ 
 
I agree to video-recording: Educator’s signature _________________Date _____________________ 
 
Should you need any clarification or have questions about the research project, be free to contact me or 
my supervisor at the following addresses; 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Researcher  
Faith B. Mlotsa-Mngomezulu 
P.O. Box 5605 
Manzini 
M200 
Cellphone (0027) 71 748 8207 
                  (+268) 608 7466 
Email: bmlotsa@yahoo.com
  
 

Supervisor 

Prof. J.A. Slabbert  
University of Pretoria 
Faculty of Education  
Department of Humanities 
Education  
Telephone (0027)  
Email:  jslabbert@up.ac.za 
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