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A comparison of higher-
order reading comprehension 
performance for different 
language of instruction 
models in South African 
primary schools
Abstract 

In this article, preProgress in Reading Literacy Study (prePIRLS) 
2011 data is used to compare the performance of different 
language of instruction groupings (English, Afrikaans and African 
languages) in primary schools on the more complex, higher-order 
reading comprehension items tested in a large-scale international 
test. PrePIRLS 2011 (N=15 744) was conducted in South Africa’s 
eleven official languages. Schools were sampled according to 
the language of learning and teaching (LoLT) in Grades 1–3 and 
the reading comprehension test was administered in that same 
language. To examine bilingual effects, a sub-sample was drawn 
from the national dataset that consisted of low socio-economic 
status (SES) learners whose first language was not English (but 
who had received instruction in English from grades 1–3) as well as 
low SES learners who received their Foundation Phase instruction 
in one of the African languages as a mother tongue. 

A linear regression (n = 6 342) showed that low socio-economic 
status (SES) learners whose language of instruction is English, 
despite it not being their mother tongue, benefitted by 20.35 score 
points with a t-value of 3.19. This is significant at the 0,01 level 
(equivalent to half a year) from being in the English L2 group, in 
comparison to the African languages L1 group, as a measure of 
achievement on the higher-order subscale. 

It is argued in this paper that learners whose LoLT is English, but 
who do not speak English as a home language and tend to be 
part of the most disadvantaged sector of the population, perform 
better on the higher-level reading comprehension processes when 
compared with African language mother tongue instruction across 
the same grades and socio-economic status. The findings highlight 
the importance of improved English second language instruction 
for all LoLT groupings. 

Keywords: English L2, higher-order reading comprehension, 
mother tongue, language in education 

1. Introduction
An adequate reading comprehension level is a critical factor 
in determining overall learning achievement. Moreover, 
weak reading comprehension prevents the learner from 
reaching a required threshold necessary for the ability to 
comprehend abstract, academic text requiring higher-order 
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reading comprehension (Cummins, 2000). According to Cummins (1979), if learners have 
developed a sound understanding of their first language, these skills will be transferred to the 
additional (L2) language that is introduced later. He argues that in bilingual education systems, 
it is important for learners to develop strong literacy skills in their home language as a basis 
for building academic literacy proficiency that can be shared across languages (Cummins, 
1979, 2000). This research integrates theory that emphasises the importance of the home 
and school context in learning (Bandura, 2001; Bruner, 1996; Vygotsky, 1978) with Cummins’ 
(1979) work on bilingual development and Bourdieu’s (1986) writing on cultural capital as a 
research lens for interrogating the low level of reading comprehension performance observed 
in the preProgress in Reading Literacy Study (prePIRLS) 2011 (Howie et al., 2012). 

In grade 4, most South African learners transition to English as their language of learning 
and teaching (LoLT) in the classroom. However, evidence that the learners have not reached a 
higher level of language threshold development in their home language is seen in the extremely 
low achievement performance found for grade 4 learners in the prePIRLS 2011 study. Results 
from the prePIRLS 2011 study, conducted at Year 4 level internationally across 60 countries 
and in South Africa in the 11 official languages, reveal the lowest reading achievement score 
in comparison with the international centre point of 500 (Mullis & Martin, 2012). 

Historically African language learners have been required to learn in an African language 
for their primary schooling in South Africa. Officially, this meant they were to receive mother 
tongue education in their primary years, but change to English or Afrikaans as their LoLT in 
secondary school. The Department of Basic Education’s report (2010) on the Language of 
Learning and Teaching indicated that 76% of African learners were learning in their home 
languages in the Foundation Phase in 2007. However, according to Pretorius and Mampuru 
(2007), the majority of learners on the African continent do not have the advantage of being 
able to do all or even some of their schooling in their home language. In the current South 
African context, schools and classrooms are often diverse linguistic environments and the 
languages may be mixed in spoken language (Probyn, 2009). However, Pretorius (2014) 
notes that the prePIRLS results indicate that reading is more than simply a language issue 
and should be explicitly taught and nurtured since, despite the LoLT being the home language 
for most learners, reading proficiency was still extremely low. 

Learners who have been taught in their home language from grades 1–3 often begin, from 
grade 4, to receive classroom instruction in the additional language, which is usually English. 
The performance of the learners in the 2006 and 2011 study reveal that they are not well 
prepared for the literacy challenges moving into a new phase (Zimmerman, 2010; Pretorius, 
2014) where there is a language change as well as a focus change and where learning to read 
in the Foundation Phase becomes reading to learn in the Intermediate Phase. Research has 
shown that poor comprehension in a mother tongue affects transfer of linguistic competence to 
the additional language, yet in the South African context, learners are, nonetheless, required 
to perform cognitively complex tasks in the additional language, namely English, from the 
grade 4 level.

Endorsement of bilingual transitional models, where development in the mother tongue is 
regarded as a prerequisite for developing proficiency in an additional language, is pervasive 
in the literature (Banda, 2000; Cummins, 1992; Taylor & Coetzee, 2013). Some proponents 
of this theory argue that the interdependence of literacy skills across languages takes at least 
five years to master (Cummins, 1992). Others state that it takes between six to eight years to 
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learn enough of a second language in formal school environments before this language can be 
used as a medium of instruction (Reeves et al., 2008). Taylor and Coetzee (2013) demonstrate 
that home language instruction in the early years of schooling significantly improves English 
acquisition in later grades. They, however, point out that given certain contextual factors, 
English instruction from grade 1 may be preferable and schools should make the choice 
between mother tongue instruction and an immersion approach (Taylor & Coetzee, 2013).

The requirement that learners be schooled in their mother tongue during the years of 
apartheid has, among other reasons, resulted in a backlash amongst the African population, 
with the result that nowadays, with greater access to schooling in English, many families 
prefer this route for their children. The reason is the perception that schooling in English LoLT 
will lead to fluency in English and create opportunities for social mobility. Learners receiving 
instruction in a mother tongue other than English still receive language lessons in English as 
a subject (usually as a first additional language). However, these lessons are not always of 
the quality or quantity that would result in the fluency level necessary for higher-order reading 
comprehension. The fact that learners must all move to English tuition in grade 4 makes the 
need for high quality, explicit instruction in English as a second language in the Foundation 
Phase and throughout the learner’s school career a critical requirement.

Mother tongue instruction throughout schooling for all learners in South Africa is observed 
as an educational and political ideal in a complex multilingual context where, nonetheless, 
fluency in the additional language (for many South African learners) is seen as a vehicle of 
social mobility and a means of reaping tangible socio-economic benefits (Posel & Casale, 
2011). As such, it becomes necessary to weigh up the multiplicity of factors affecting the 
learner’s future well-being, not least of which is the need for careful, timeous preparation for 
the National Senior Certificate in grade 12, which is written in either English or Afrikaans. 
Of interest, is that Pretorius and Mampuru (2007) have noted that most learners in Africa 
complete their schooling in the former colonial language of that country. 

Concrete and nuanced factors affect and mediate the efficacy of mother tongue instruction 
for African language learners in South Africa. Critical questions need to be asked around 
issues such as:

• how homogenous the language of the school or area is which determines whether the 
learner will indeed be instructed in a mother tongue or in another African language 
predominant in the area or chosen by the school itself; or 

• the availability of reading and textbook resources in the mother-tongue; and 

• the language in which the teachers have been trained and their fluency levels as well as 
an ability to convey complex concepts to a class.

Access to mother tongue education is enshrined in the South African Constitution, which 
obligates the state to provide each person with education in the language of his or her choice 
wherever possible. While the state is required to consider quality, equity and redress when 
providing education, this objective must be weighed against the limitation of resources. In 
South Africa, it has been found that particularly amongst better educated black parents, it 
is recognised that the home language must be nurtured, even while there is strong support 
for English only (Evans & Cleghorn, 2014). Despite the Constitution deeming all eleven 
languages to be of equal value and parents (as represented by a democratically elected 
school governing body) having the power to choose the language of instruction in schools, 
many parents, nonetheless, prioritise English instruction (Woolman & Fleisch, 2006).
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Banda (2009) argues that current policy is based on Western and colonial notions of 
multilingualism and that the promotion of multilingualism in South Africa should not be a case 
of promoting eleven monolingual streams of distinctive languages in homogenous speech 
communities, since this perception is erroneous. Banda (2009) further posits that even though 
the country has eleven official languages, the majority of Africans speak either Nguni or 
Tswana-Sotho dialects, or that careful planning and cross-linguistic referencing would enable 
these languages to share a large amount of teaching and reading material. Given the extent 
to which language in schools often becomes a melting pot of the dialects spoken in the area, 
and the classroom the interface of more than one language, these ideas should be explored 
further. This approach could address the reality of financial and capacity constraints while 
taking cognisance of the socio-cultural call for indigenous languages in schools. It also offers 
some leeway for the possibility of realising a bilingual ‘late-exit’ approach, where the number 
of years of instruction in the home language is extended. Similarly, pragmatism also needs 
to be foregrounded in the provision of pedagogically sound and consistent early English L2 
instruction since so many South Africans regard English as essential for their children to find 
their way into global participation.

It is argued in this paper that learners whose LoLT is English, but who do not speak English 
as a home language, and tend to be part of the most disadvantaged sector of South Africa, 
perform better on the higher-level reading comprehension processes, when compared with 
African languages mother tongue instruction across the same grades and socio-economic 
status (SES). The primary research objective is a comparison of performance on the higher-
order reading comprehension items for the language of instruction groupings English, 
Afrikaans and African languages. The group “African Languages” includes isiZulu, isiNdebele, 
Sepedi, Setswana, Xitsonga, isiXhosa, Tshivenda, siSwati and Sesotho. 

PrePIRLS 2011 data was used to compare the performance of the different language of 
instruction groupings on the more complex, higher-order reading comprehension items tested 
in the large-scale international test. Since prePIRLS 2011 sampled schools according to the 
language of instruction of the school (also referred to as Language of Learning and Teaching 
or LoLT), the language of instruction of the learner is also the language of the test (LoT). 

Performance is compared across these three groups for learners who spoke the language 
of the test before school and those who did not. Performance is then compared for the African 
Languages home language/L1 grouping and the English L2 learners. Learners who did not 
speak the language of the test before school and wrote in English, are compared to the learners 
who wrote in an African language and did speak the language of the test before school. 

The analysis for this paper is conducted at the learner level (single-level analyses) 
and learners whose LoT/LoLT is English as an L2 but may be in a school where they find 
themselves amongst peers who are mostly English first language speaking or the school may 
be predominantly English second language speaking.

2. Methodology for prePIRLS 2011
In 2011, 15 744 grade 4 learners in 341 schools across all provinces participated in the 
prePIRLS assessments in the language that was their LoLT during the Foundation Phase 
of grades 1–3. All eleven official languages of South Africa were tested. Permission to 
conduct the prePIRLS 2011 study in the sampled schools was obtained from the Minister 
of Education, school principals, teachers and parents, and ethical clearance was obtained 
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from the University of Pretoria. For secondary analysis of the data, ethical clearance was 
obtained from the University of Pretoria. The prePIRLS reading comprehension assessment 
is based on shorter texts comprising more accessible vocabulary than the international PIRLS 
assessments intended for grade 4. 

Sampling
A three-stage stratified cluster sampling design was employed in prePIRLS 2011. In South 
Africa, a sample of schools that went up to grade 4 level was selected. The sample was 
stratified explicitly by language. Originally 345 schools were sampled, but only 341 (99.1%) 
were eligible for participation. In each school, an intact class was sampled and all the learners 
present on the day of testing were included. 

The majority of learners (71%) (n=14 030) wrote the prePIRLS test in their home language 
(mother tongue). However, for the learners writing in English, approximately 70% were not 
mother tongue English speakers. 

Design of the instruments
The design of the instruments included the testing of reading comprehension of literary 
and informational text. Item design incorporated constructed response and multiple choice 
type questions. 

Questions accompanying each prePIRLS reading text were designed to assess learner 
reading ability in the following reading comprehension processes:

Focus on and retrieve explicitly stated information included tasks where the learner had 
to identify information explicitly stated in the text: 57 items, which were 45% of the score 
points.

Make straightforward inferences included tasks such as having to infer that one event 
caused another event: 35 items and correspondingly 27% of the score points. 

Interpret and integrate ideas and information included reading tasks where the learner 
had to discern the overall message or theme of a text, infer a story’s mood or tone and 
interpret a real-world application of text information: 17 items.

Evaluate and examine content, language and textual elements included reading tasks 
such as a description of how the author devised a surprise ending, judging the clarity 
of information in a text and determining an author’s perspective on the central topic: 14 
items. Items measuring the ability to interpret and integrate ideas totalled 28% of the 
score points.

Interpreting and integrating and examining and evaluating are both higher-level 
comprehension processes and the PIRLS reporting strategy combines these items 
into a single subscale in order to provide a stable measure of higher-order reading 
comprehension for the prePIRLS assessment (Mullis, 2007).

Description of the international benchmarks of reading achievement
The benchmarks are a qualitative description of learner performance at different levels in 
order to describe competencies at each of the set scores. The range of performance shown 
by learners is represented by four benchmarks: Advanced (625 points), High (550 points), 
Intermediate (475 points) and Low (400 points). The descriptions of each are cumulative, 
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meaning that learners who were able to reach the higher benchmarks could also demonstrate 
knowledge and skills associated with the lower ones.

3. Discussion of the results
In the 2011 PIRLS study, 15 744 learners in 341 schools across all the provinces were tested 
in the 11 official languages using the prePIRLS assessment. The mean score for South African 
learners was 461, well below the international centre point of 500 (Howie et al., 2012). In 
most languages, the achievement was significantly higher when children wrote in their home 
language, with the exception of Afrikaans, isiZulu and Sepedi, where there was no significant 
difference. Those writing prePIRLS in English, who did not have English as a home language, 
achieved 80 points less than those who did (Howie et al., 2012). 

The results of the research conducted for this study are discussed in Sections 3.1–3.5 below.

A Comparison of learner performance across languages of instruction
Descriptives were run using the IDB Analyser (version 3.0) and are presented in Table 1 below, 
which illustrates the difference in mean performance for learners who spoke the language of 
the test before starting school. 

Table 1: Language of test/spoke the language before school: Comparing 
learner mean performance

w

Spoke 
LoT 
before 
school

Sample 
size (n)

Per 
cent

Per 
cent 
SE

Higher-order 
subscale 
mean

Mean SE

Afrikaans Yes 1009 95,65 1,24 535,66 11,33

No 48 4,35 1,24 480,63 12,60

English Yes 835 48,35 4,12 573,94 11,55

No 866 51,65 4,12 495,72 9,78

African 
Languages Yes 7 705 87,77 1,07 431,01 4,42

No 1 793 12,23 1,07 405,52 5,56

The table indicates that mean performance on the higher-order subscale improves 
where learners spoke the language of the test before going to school for each of these three 
language groups, but that this difference is more marked for English and Afrikaans. Afrikaans, 
however, had only 48 learners that wrote the test in Afrikaans but did not speak the LoT before 
going to school. English had 835 who spoke the language of the test before school and 866 
learners who did not. Mean performance on the higher-order subscale for this group is 495.72 
(SE=9.78). The African languages group that spoke the language of the test before school 
(n=7 705) has a mean performance of 431.01 (SE=4.42), showing that on this subscale there 
is a marked difference between these two groups of learners.

Of particular interest (see shaded groups in Table 1) is the first group comprising the 
learners who attend school where the LoLT (the same as the LoT as per prePIRLS sampling) 
is English, but this is not a language they spoke before starting school. The other group are 
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the African language learners whose LoLT was an African language from grades 1–3, but 
would have transitioned at the start of grade 4 to an English LoLT, but were tested in an African 
language. 

Performance on the international benchmarks for African Languages L1 and 
English L2
Almost one out of three South African learners (29%) was unable to reach the Low International 
benchmark. Most grade 4 learners (71%) reached the Low International benchmark. Forty per 
cent of the learners also reached the Intermediate International benchmark. Nineteen per 
cent reached the High International benchmark but only six per cent attained the Advanced 
International benchmark (Howie et al., 2012).

Mean performance on the international benchmarks is depicted in Table 2 below. 

Table 2: Percentage international benchmarks reached by English L2 and African Languages L1

La
ng

ua
ge

 o
f L

ea
rn

in
g 

an
d 

Te
ac

hi
ng

International Reading Scale Benchmark 
Reached

Higher-
order 

subscale

Lower-
order 

subscale

Overall 
reading

Below 
400

At or 
above 
400, 
but 
below 
475

At or 
above 
475, 
but 
below 
550

At or 
above 
550, 
but 
below 
625

At or 
above 
625

Mean Mean Mean

En
gl

is
h 

L2

20.9% 33.1% 27.9% 14.3% 3.9% 467.7 473.4 471.1

Af
ric

an
 

la
ng

ua
ge

s 
L1

37.0% 37.3% 21.5% 4.0% 0.3% 419.7 424.8 425.5

The table above shows that in the below 400 points category, a greater percentage 
of African Languages L1 learners (37.0%) was placed in this category compared with the 
English L2 (20.9%). In contrast, 14.3% of English L2 learner achievement placed them in 
the “at or above 550, but below 625” category compared with only 4.0% of African languages 
L1 learners. The English L2 learner mean is 467.7 score points in contrast to the African 
languages L1 learner mean score of 424.8.

Multiple regression comparing the language of instruction models
The multiple regression tabulated below (Table 3) was conducted in the IDB Analyser (version 
3.0). There is a 49.55 (t-value significant at -9.06) decrease in score points when the learner 
writes in English as an L2 (language not spoken before school) compared to an English L1 
learner. Notably, the full group of African Language learners achieve 125.18 (t-value significant 
at 14.03) score points less than the English first language learners. The effect size for this 
model is moderate at .28.
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Table 3: Results of a multiple regression comparing language models

Unstandardised Standardised
M

od
el

C
on

st
an

t

SE t Δ
R

2

SE

B SE t β SE t

55
9.

13

10
.8

7

51
.4

4

.2
8

.0
4

En
gl

is
h 

L2 -49.55 * * 5.85 -8.48 -.20** -.02 -9.06

A
fr

ik
aa

ns
 

Lo
T

-23.72 14.44 -1.64 -.07 .04 -1.66

A
fr

ic
an

 
La

ng
ua

ge
s 

Lo
T

-125.18** 11.36 -11.02 -.59** -.04 -14.03

*t-value>1.96 **t-value>2.58

Comparing African Languages L1 and English LLow SES learner 
performance
The next step in this research was a comparison across two language groups sampling 
learners from a low socio-economic stratum for achievement on the prePIRLS 2011 higher-
order subscale that combines interpreting and integrating items and examining and evaluating 
items. This research investigated whether belonging to either the non-mother tongue English 
LoLT (low SES) group or the African Languages LoLT as equal to mother tongue (low 
SES) group results in a significantly improved chance of performing better on the higher-
order prePIRLS 2011 subscale. Further analysis also used performance on the High and 
Advanced International Benchmarks as a demonstration of proficiency in higher-order reading 
comprehension. The benchmark categories contain items that are not restricted to the higher-
level reading processes, but all the items are formulated in such a way as to require higher-
order thinking from the learner.
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The sub-sample derived from the prePIRLS 2011 sample, reflects learners exposed to an 
English immersion approach, as well as learners comprising the additive bilingual approach to 
language in education. Afrikaans LoLT learners were not included in this analysis. 

Non-mother tongue English learners who wrote in English, and learners writing in the 
African languages as a mother tongue, with both groups pulled from a low socio-economic 
background, were isolated through the Learning to Read Survey administered to parents and 
the School Contextual Questionnaire administered to the principals of the schools tested. 
Where parents indicated that their children had not spoken the language of the test before 
school, it was assumed that the language of the test was not their home language. In the School 
Contextual Questionnaire, where principals indicated that “more than 50% of the students 
come from economically disadvantaged homes”, this was taken to indicate that the learners 
falling within this ambit came from low socio-economic backgrounds. A linear regression of 
the specified sample (n=6 342) was conducted with the IEA International Database (IDB) 
Analyzer software (version 3.0). 

Table 4: Linear regression model for language effect on the higher-order subscale

 Unstandardised Standardised

M
od

el

C
on

st
an

t

ΔR2 B SE t β SE T

45
3.

84

0.3

L
a

n
g

u
a

g
e 

o
f 

in
st

ru
ct

io
n

20.35** 6.38 3.19 .18* .05 3.35

t-value >1.96; **t-value > 2.58

The linear regression results in Table 4 above reveal that learners from a disadvantaged 
background, whose LoLT is English, despite it not being a language spoken prior to starting 
school, benefitted by 20.35 score points (Β =20.35, t-value= 3.19) by being in the English LoLT 
group, in comparison to the African languages (LoLT spoken before they started school) group 
as a measure of achievement on the higher-order subscale.

Since at this point in the analysis, the number of African learners stood at 5 858 and the 
English group at 484, these two groups were made further comparable by randomly selecting 
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the same number of African learners as found in the English group. Outliers (a total of eleven 
selected with SPSS [version 23.0] as being three standard errors above the mean) were 
removed from the dataset. In this way, the sample size and homogeneity of variance were 
better equalised.

Once the African Languages L1 group had been reduced for equivalence with the English 
L2 group (n=968) and outliers removed, the regression was run again. The results of this 
regression are depicted in Table 5 below.

Table 5: Linear regression model for language effect of reduced sample on the higher-order 
subscale

 Unstandardised Standardised

M
od

el

C
on

st
an

t

ΔR2 B SE t β SE T

45
5.

79 0.4

La
ng

ua
ge

 o
f 

in
st

ru
ct

io
n

17.34* 7.13 2.43 .20* .08 2.46

t-value >1.96; **t-value > 2.58

Having met all the regression requirements (Field, 2009), the results indicate a 17.34 
regression co-efficient (В=17.34) with a t-value of 2.43, which is significant at the 0.05 level. 
Learners from a disadvantaged background whose LoLT is English, despite it not being their 
mother-tongue, benefitted by 17.34 score points (equivalent to just under half a year) from 
being in the English LoLT group, in comparison to the African languages LoLT group (despite 
this being their mother tongue) as a measure of achievement on the higher-order subscale. 

Comparison of African Languages L1 and English L2 Low SES on 
benchmarks
Since items across the achievement booklets are classified according to difficulty levels, 
aimed at assessing higher-order reading comprehension ability in the high and advanced 
benchmarks, achievement on this scale is also an indication of learner ability to comprehend 
text using higher-level processing. By combining benchmarks 4 (550) and 5 (625) as an 
indication of the highest level of reading comprehension tested and retaining benchmark 3 
(475), which includes inferential questions and the more difficult access and retrieve items, a 
chi square test was conducted to ascertain whether there is an association between LoLT and 
the likelihood of falling into the highest (combined) benchmark. These analyses are depicted 
in Tables 6 and 7 below.

Table 6: Language group percentage likelihood of falling into highest level benchmark
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At or above 475, but below 550 At or above 550

African Languages 
L1

80.7% 19.3%

English L2 61.4% 38.6%

Total 68.9% 31.1%

Table 7: Results of chi-square test for highest level benchmark

Value df
Asymptotic 
Significance 

(2-sided)

Exact Sig. 
(2-sided)

Exact Sig. 
(1-sided)

Pearson 
Chi-Square 14.948 ͣ 1 .000 .000 .000

0 cells (.0%) have 
expected count 
less than 5. The 
minimum expected 
count is 43.56.

The association was found to be significant with the results of the chi square test showing 
that the learners in English non-mother tongue low SES group are statistically more likely 
to fall in the highest level combined benchmark (χ² (1) = 14.948, p =.000) than the African 
Languages mother tongue low SES group.

4. Discussion of performance across the different language of 
instruction groupings

The above analysis explored how the language group within which the learner falls affected 
performance on the higher-order and more cognitively complex items in prePIRLS 2011. It 
was found that across the lowest socio-economic strata, the learners whose LoLT was English 
for the Foundation Phase of their schooling, performed better than the mother tongue LoLT 
(African languages group) on the higher-level reading processes assessed in the higher order 
subscale, and were more likely to be placed in the High and Advanced benchmarks. 

Cummins (1979) suggests that the immersion model works better for the middle-class 
learner (as opposed to the poorer learner) because of access during early childhood to 
parental re-enforcement of the nature and importance of text (language used in an abstract 
form and in a manner other than the interpersonal or communicative). This mediation allows 
for the development of a threshold level of language in the child and the ability to cope with 
immersion in the additional language. Cummins (1979) stated that the immersion model 
often does not work well for poorer learners because the home literacy context during early 
childhood is often inadequate for threshold language development. However, it was found 
in this study that the immersion group performed better on the higher order items than the 
additive bilingual group. 
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The impact of SES for each of the language of instruction groupings is particularly pertinent 
to the South African educational context. It is possible that the immersion group (despite 
having the same low SES home mediatory context experienced by the additive bilingual group 
with regard to their mother tongue development) has the advantage of a stronger school 
or classroom mediatory context either through language support or access to text for the 
learning of English and attaining proficiency in reading comprehension. 

5. Conclusion
This research examined how the language grouping of learners reflects performance on the 
higher-order and more cognitively complex items in prePIRLS 2011. It was found that across 
the lowest socio-economic strata, the learners whose LoLT was English during the Foundation 
Phase performed better than the mother tongue LoLT African language learners on the higher-
level reading processes assessed in the higher-order subscale. 

Differences in performance across language of instruction are indicative of unequal quality 
of instruction across the languages of instruction. Changing the LoLT does not address the 
underlying problems, but providing high quality English L2 (alongside quality L1 instruction) 
from grade 0 is a possible means of addressing inequality. 

Learning a home language and learning English as an L2 are both important for the South 
African learner. English L2 learners perform poorly when compared to English L1 learner 
performance, despite having had access to English as a LoLT throughout the Foundation 
Phase. This suggests that English L2 requires a different instructional approach to bring 
English L2 learners up to the same language proficiency level as their L1 peers, particularly if 
English is to be the LoLT from grade 4 onwards (McLeod Palane, 2017).

The cultural dominance of English prevalent in South Africa manifests in motivation for 
parents to have their children instructed in English (de Wet, 2002), a perception of social 
mobility (Posel & Casale, 2011) and access to print material in English (Reeves et al., 2008). 
These weighty cultural capital factors possibly contribute to the better performance of the 
English L2 learners on the higher-order reading comprehension items and benchmarks 
over the African languages L1 learners. The multilingual complexity of South Africa is further 
complicated by the influx of immigrants from the surrounding African countries. Providing 
learners from all sectors with quality English L2 instruction from an early age could counteract 
marginalisation within the South African society (McLeod Palane, 2017). Adequate home and 
school mediatory contexts are critical for every learner to develop their home language and 
further research is needed to provide better quality mother tongue support and instruction to 
learners. However, for many learners in South Africa an early immersion in English L2 with 
their L1 as a subject provides critical access to print material for the development of higher-
order reading comprehension. 

The complexity inherent in the debate of whether learners should rather receive instruction 
in English over an African language that is their home language requires much consideration. 
Many parents would prefer that schools offer instruction in English (Webb, 2002; De Wet, 
2002). However, many schools are unable to support an English LoLT for reasons such as:

• The teachers not being equipped to instruct a class in English because they lack the 
prerequisite skills to teach English at an academic level (Uys et al., 2007).

• Teachers having insufficient English L2 instructional resources (Uys et al., 2007).
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• The community within which the school is found does not support the learning of English 
as a second language and English becomes a foreign language for these learners and, as 
such, extremely difficult to master (Reeves et al., 2008). 

However, the availability of resources in a home language will also affect learners whose 
LoLT is the L1 where the L1 is an African language. Lack of educational materials in African 
languages may cause parents to move their children to the better resourced English-medium 
state schools (Webb, 2002; Reeves et al., 2008). The lack of print material in all the home 
languages in equal quality and quantity suggests that mother tongue education in every 
African language, as blanket policy for every context, will not provide the best opportunity for 
every learner.

While access to home language instruction remains the right of every learner, equal 
opportunity should be an important consideration in every context. Building English L2 
instructional capacity for all learners (whether as the language of instruction or as a subject) 
from the start of formal schooling, and even before in Early Childhood Education, needs to be 
carefully considered as a means of facilitating equal learning opportunities.

This means research is required into how instruction in the classroom might be adapted 
for teaching the L1 or L2 learner. Further research is required into how to support South 
African teachers in providing better home language instruction, coupled with focused English 
L2 instruction, from the start of school. 

An amplification of focus needs to be on improving English L2 instruction. It is possible that 
early immersion in English L2 with strong support for home language learning can be a vehicle 
for across the board quality educational provision.
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