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ABSTRACT 
The objective of this article was to explore translanguaging as a teaching strategy to aid 

comprehension in class. The study was conducted at three high schools under Ntambanana 

Circuit in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, that offer English as a second language and 

isiZulu as a first language. A mixed-methods approach (quantitative and qualitative) was 

used in the study. Learners’ written comprehension tests were analysed, and interviews 

were also conducted with the learners. Ten grade-ten learners from each school were 

purposively sampled and the study sample comprised thirty learners. The findings revealed 

that comprehension improved generally among students when the input language was 

English and the output language was isiZulu, although there was not much difference noted 

when the input language was isiZulu and the output language was English. The article 

concludes that the use of learners’ first language in a second language classroom improves 

their understanding of learning materials presented in the second language. 

Keywords: translanguaging; second language instruction; isiZulu; English; reading 

comprehension 

 

I. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

In the South African context multilingualism and bilingualism even, has almost always meant    

two or more unequal languages, and as Makalela (2015) noted, this is despising many language 

policies in the Sub Saharan Africa. The government adopted a language policy in 1997 which 

stated that the learners need to be taught in their mother tongue from grade 1-3 and thereafter 

be taught in the first additional language (English). This has resulted in a number of challenges, 

since some of the learners, especially in rural schools, come into contact with English in the 

classroom, and their first language, isiZulu in this case, dominates outside the classroom. This 

article focuses on grade 10, the initial level in the Further Education and Training band (F.E.T.), 

where some reading comprehension challenges had been observed by the researchers. 
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According to the Department of Education (2008), reading is a foundational skill that is 

imperative for teaching and learning and all children who are appropriately supported can be 

taught to read. In the National Curriculum Statement (NCS) (2005) there has always been 

misunderstandings about the educators’ role in teaching reading such that some educators 

thought that they are not obliged to teach reading, but they should just have to facilitate the 

reading process and learners will learn to read for themselves. However, according to DoE 

(1999) reading must be taught seriously since learners do not pick up reading in a simple way.  

Translanguaging was explored as a teaching strategy that uses the learners’ first language (L1) 

in a second language (L2) classroom to mitigate reading and other learning challenges 

presented by second language (L2) instruction. The teaching strategy was started in Welsh as 

a practice that alternates the use of Welsh and English for input and output in the same lesson 

(Cenoz & Gorter, 2017). As García and Li (2014) and Lin (2019) correctly observe, 

translanguaging goes beyond classroom language practices to bilingual/multilingual everyday 

practices. It doesn’t confine itself to use in education only, but it is “the flexible and meaningful 

actions through which bilinguals select features in their linguistic repertoire in order to 

communicate appropriately” (Velasco and García, 2014: 7). According to Mazak (2016) this 

could include students receiving information in one language and reproducing it in another 

language, as when their language repertoire is understood as one system, rather than as a 

collection of discrete languages. Translanguaging in this sense affords students the opportunity 

to display their ability to “shuttle between languages” (Childs, 2016).  However, Mwinda and 

van der Walt (2015) observe that not much has been done to attempt specific tanslanguaging 

strategies. In the South African context where English dominates as a medium of instruction 

(MOI) in most academic institutions, Ngcobo et al. (2016: 14) opine that L1 should not be 

regarded as beneficial to learners only in that it develops their academic literacy skills in 

English but “also the same skills in African languages”. In this article we argue that 

translanguaging, as a teaching strategy, needs to be employed by educators to make full use of 

learners’ linguistic repertoire in the classroom, as this would improve their comprehension in 

both languages and remove the barrier that is presented by L2 instruction. 

(A) Objective 

The objective of the study was to explore translanguaging on a grade-ten class to establish its 

impact on comprehension. The study sought to answer the following questions: a) Can 

translanguaging aid comprehension? b) Is there a difference in learners’ comprehension levels 

when the input language is their L1 (isiZulu), and the output language is their L2 (English), 

and vice versa? 
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(B) Theoretical framework 

The study was underpinned by the theory that “Multilingual speakers can be more effective 

learners and users of a target language if they are allowed to use resources from their whole 

linguistic repertoire” (Cenoz & Gorter, 2020: 304).  

(C) Literature review 

1. Reading comprehension  

Research has found that tuition in the learners’ L1 removes the language barrier that tuition in 

L2 presents. Brown (2007) identifies comprehension with the process of receiving language, 

listening and reading output. However, comprehension refers to the capability of grasping 

information, analysing it in its segments and bringing forth the understanding of the input in a 

cohesive and accurate manner. Lin (2010) posits that the well-developed comprehension 

abilities involve a strategy that is interactive in order to come up with an understanding of the 

input that is meaningful. Therefore, comprehension may not be devoted exclusively to input 

alone but may also affect the fluency of the learners’ output. According to Krashen’s Input 

Theory (1989), learners acquire language by the intensive comprehension of the linguistic input 

that is above the learners’ level of competence.  

In his model of reading acquisition, Frith (1995) postulates that a child goes through three main 

stages, which are referred to as logographic stage, alphabetic stage and orthographic stage. The 

logographic stage is when the child processes words like any other visual symbol or rather 

object. In this stage the meanings of words are interlinked with global visual shapes which 

clearly describe that the word recognition on the child’s part is still inaccurate. In the second 

stage, the inaccuracy of word recognition allows or permits that alphabets and phonics are 

taught and they become the necessity for progress purposes.  The final stage stresses that the 

exposure to the same words can lead the child to store the word graphemes sequences to 

constitute an orthographic lexicon. With the latter said, it is explicit that reading skills e.g. 

reading with comprehension as a skill, are not spontaneously acquired but they must be taught, 

meaning that the reading incomprehension observed in a grade 10 class by the researchers in 

this study can be curbed.  

Share (1995) argues that there is no specific model in reading that can account for reading 

acquisition simply because each path of development depends on the child’s experience with 

his or her cognitive styles and the instruction received. However, teachers have a responsibility 

to ensure that learners are not left behind as a result of a language barrier, especially in the case 

of L2 instruction, like in the context of this study. As Barnes (1973) puts it: “The teacher at the 
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transmission end of the dimension sees language as a kind of speaking tube, and the pupil either 

receives it or fails to do so”. When such happens, it definitely impedes learning, as learners are 

unable to share freely what they know in a language (L1) in which they are comfortable.     

2. Translanguaging 

The term ‘translanguaging’ was used in Welsh schools from the 1980s specifically by Cen 

William (1994; 1996) to mean a pedagogical practice whereby students are asked to alter their 

languages of learning for both the receptive and productive purposes, like isiZulu and English 

in this case.  In the historical context of translanguaging it was highlighted that the Welsh and 

English competence had been about conflict, oppression and also the suppression. English was 

deprived of its dominance and the Welsh were endangered (Baker 2012).  

Translanguaging permits the use of the other language, which is L1 in this study, to reinforce 

the acquisition of L2 (Baker, 2011; Wei, 2011). Translanguaging has been observed to be one 

of the models that equip learners with higher cognitive skills in reading development (Garcia, 

2009; Hornberger & Link, 2012). William (2002) submitted that translanguaging refers to the 

usage of one language to reinforce the other language in order to promote comprehension and 

also the augmentation of the learners’ capabilities in both languages. However, if the word 

‘recognition’ is difficult to the learners they will use too much of their ability to process, and 

to read individual words, which curbs their potency in comprehending what is read.  

 A study of the effects of tanslanguaging techniques on isiXhosa and English that was 

conducted by Madiba (2012) revealed that the gap between isiXhosa and English gains was 

due to the fact that learners had been taught in isiXhosa, their mother tongue, in their early 

grades and their English proficiency was limited, as is the case in this study, due to limited 

exposure to L2 in the classroom only. It was observed that the gains in isiXhosa were higher 

than in English. Such gains in the learners’ L1, therefore, should be used to improve the 

learners’ L2 and their learning in general.  

3. The role of L1 in an English-as-a-second-language (ESL) classroom 

The issue of language in education has been debated over a long time, especially in a 

multilingual context like South Africa, where English is predominantly used as a medium of 

instruction (MOI) in most schools and tertiary institutions. Although good language policies 

are in place that allow for the use of learners’ L1 in class, implementation thereof is a challenge 

in most cases (see Mncwango, 2012; Manyike & Lemmer, 2014). This is contrary to the Bill 

of Rights (1996) which stipulates that everyone has the right to receive education in the official 

language or languages of their choice in public education at institutions where the education is 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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reasonably practicable. The ‘reasonably practicable’ aspect creates challenges as educational 

institutions invoke it in order to get away with their reluctance to comply with the bill.  

Lin (2015) summarises the role of L1 in learning as for: ideational functions, textual functions, 

and interpersonal functions.  The three functions may be summarised as follows: use of 

students’ L1 to enhance their content learning through translation; the use of L1 in different 

topics, teaching stages or focus; and use of L1 for interpersonal communication that reduces 

‘social distance’ (Liu & Fang, 2020). A study by Algazo (2018) found, inter alia, that teachers 

used L1 in order to motivate students to make judicious use of their L1 in the classroom and 

complete L2 tasks. Sultana (2018) has also supported the use of L1 as it assists communication 

form of both peer scaffolding and teacher scaffolding to facilitate L2 development. However, 

while the argument in favour of L1 use in the L2 classroom is strong, Ibrahim (2019) cautions 

that learners need to be exposed more to L2 in the classroom, since there is little opportunity 

to encounter and practice their L2 outside classroom, as is the case in this study. There are also 

arguments against the use of L1 in the L2 classroom. For example, the Direct Method of 

teaching has been characterised by Gabrielatos (2001) as an example of a fight against L1 use 

in the L2 classroom. 

(D) Methodology 

This study followed the mixed-methods approach, where the quantitative and qualitative 

approaches were used at the same time (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). The quantitative 

approach involves the collection of data involving data that can be quantified (Neuman, 2006). 

For this study, learners’ reading comprehension tasks written in both languages were 

administered to the learners in order to compare their performance and to gauge their 

comprehension levels when a text was presented in their L1(isiZulu) and they had to respond 

to questions in their L2 (English), and also when a text was presented in their L2 and they had 

to respond to questions in their L1. Two 250 - 300-word passages (one in isiZulu and another 

in English) were given to the learners, that contained thirty-four (34) questions to which they 

had to respond. The qualitative approach was also used, whereby nine (9) respondents (from 

the same group of 30 participants) were interviewed briefly after the written exercises had been 

completed in order to afford them an opportunity to give inputs regarding their experience 

during the exercise. The comprehension passages were made easy and accessible for learners 

to read with understanding, and the instructions on what they were expected to do were clearly 

explained to them.  The tests were marked manually and the scores were recorded.  

(E) Sampling and sample size 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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Three high schools were purposively selected from Ntambanana Circuit in KwaZulu-Natal, 

South Africa. Ten grade-ten learners from each school were randomly selected. The purposive 

sampling technique was preferred and used in this study. According to De Vos (2012) 

purposive sampling is when a researcher deliberately selects respondents for convenience, 

hence the grade ten learners were selected purposively in this study. 

(F) Ethical considerations 

Ethical clearance was applied for, and was granted, by the University of Zululand Research 

Ethics Committee for the main study from which this article was extracted. Permission to 

conduct the study was also sought from the provincial Department of Education (DoE) in order 

to be able to access the schools. The objective of the study was explained to all the participants 

before they could consent to participate in the study, and an informed consent was signed by 

every participant. Also, since there were minors involved, consent was also sought from parents 

as well (consent form also translated to isiZulu).  

II. DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS  

(A) General frequency of scores from learners’ comprehension tests 

The scores for the two tests by learners are presented in Tables 1 and 2. The scores on 

translation from English to isiZulu (Table 1); and isiZulu to English (Table 2) show some minor 

variations among the 30 learners as well as a skewed distribution of marks. 

Table 1: Translation from English to isiZulu 

Scores out of 34 Scores in Percentages Frequency 

6 18 1 

10 29 1 

13 38 1 

15 44 4 

17 50 1 

20 59 1 

22 65 2 

23 68 1 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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24 71 2 

25 74 3 

26 76 1 

27 79 5 

28 82 2 

29 85 1 

30 88 2 

33 97 2 

Total 100 30 

In Table 1, learners’ scores from the first test are presented. It is revealed that 6 (18%) was the 

lowest while 33 (97%) the highest score tallied after marking the first test. Besides, 7 out of 30 

learners scored between 18 and 44 percent which is below the average mark of 17 (50%). 

Eighteen (60%) had their scores between 71 and 97%. Table 2 (below) gives a summary of 

scores tallied from translation from isiZulu to English among the thirty (30) learners from the 

three (3) schools.  

Table 2: Translation from isiZulu to English 

Scores out of 34 

 

Scores in Percent Frequency 

7 21 1 

12 35 1 

13 38       1 

15 44 1 

17 50 1 

18 53 2 

19 56 2 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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20 59 1 

21 62 1 

22 65 4 

24 71 3 

25 74 3 

26 76 1 

27 79 4 

30 88 1 

33 97 2 

34 100 1 

Total  30 

Results from the translation of isiZulu to English yielded the scores in Table 2. Although it 

appeared that there was no significant difference in terms of learners’ capabilities to perform 

in the translations in either of the two languages (isiZulu and English), on average fewer (15 

out of 30) learners scored between 70 and 100 percent. From the Table (see Table 2), the lowest 

score was 7 (21%), while one learner scored 34 (100%) in the test. There were four (4) learners 

who scored less than 50%, while 26 out of 30 learners scored between 50 and 100 percent.    

(B) General frequency of scores per test from 30 participants (learners) 

The distribution of marks in the three schools assessed was performed. An examination of this 

difference as well as the results from each school for the two tests is presented in Tables 3 and 

4.  

Table 3: Comparison of Test 1 scores between the schools 

School Scored marks 

 

6 10 1

3 

1

5 

1

7 

2

0 

2

2 

2

3 

2

4 

2

5 

2

6 

2

7 

2

8 

2

9 

3

0 

3

3 

School A 0 1 0 2 0 0 2 1 2 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 
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School B 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 1 0 4 2 0 0 1 

School C 1 0 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 2 1 

Total 1 1 1 4 1 1 2 1 2 3 1 5 2 1 2 2 

Table 1 shows that it is School A that had the lowest performing learners with 6 and 7 marks 

respectively, while the two learners who scored 33 (97%) came from School B and School C, 

respectively. It is also revealed that 4 out of 7 learners who scored less than 50% in Test 1 came 

from School A, while all the 10 learners from School B scored between 50 and 97 %. In terms 

of the average performance in Test 1, School C had 7 learners scoring above average (64-79%); 

School B had all their 10 learners scoring between 50 and 97 percent and School A recorded 6 

learners with marks between 50 and 97 percent.  

Table 4: Comparison of Test 2 scores between the schools  

School Scored marks  

7 12 13 15 17 18 19 20 21 22 24 25 26 27 30 33 34 

School C 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 2 2 0 2 0 1 1 

School B 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 2 0 1 0 

School A 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 3 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 

Total 1 1 1 1 1 2 2 1 1 4 3 3 1 4 1 2 1 

In Table 2, results of test 2 are shown. It is notable that School A is the only school with learners 

(4 out of 10) scoring less than 50% and only 6 learners with between 18 (52%) and 30 (88%) 

in Test 2. While translation of English to isiZulu was met with some challenges among learners 

in School C, it is evident that none of the learners in the school scored less than 50% and an 

overwhelming majority (8 out of 10) of learners obtained marks of between 24 (70%) and 34 

(100%) from Test 2, making it the best performing school in the test category. School B had a 

uniform distribution of the test scores between 17 (50%) and 33 (97%).  

Table 5: Statistics on learners’ performance on the two tests 

Statistics English to isiZulu isiZulu to English 

Mean 22.93 22.60 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
https://www.ijlmh.com/


 
1536 International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [Vol. 4 Iss 3; 1527] 

© 2021. International Journal of Law Management & Humanities   [ISSN 2581-5369] 

 

 

 

 

 

The results in Table 5 reveal statistics on learners’ performance on the two tests. The mean, 

median, minimum and maximum scores presented show no significant variation from the two 

tests from the 10 learners assessed. Both the mean and median scores are above average with 

a standard deviation of 0.6. The low standard deviation demonstrates the competence of the ten 

learners in either isiZulu or English, and that, therefore, translation to either of the languages 

was successful.  

(C) Interviews 

Nine (9) interviews were conducted with learners from the group of thirty (30) participants 

(three learners from each school) after the tests had been written. The purpose was to get the 

participants’ opinions on the translanguaging exercises. The interviews revealed that: learners 

had not thought that their L1 had a role to play in their learning, for it had not been used before, 

at least, as part of a planned teaching strategy; code-mixing and code-switching had been used 

before by both learners and teachers; and the majority of the participants (66.6%) were eager 

to know if translanguaging was going to be implemented in the future. One learner asked: “Is 

this how we are going to write assessments and examinations in the future?” Another one asked 

if books written in both languages (English and isiZulu) would be made available in the future. 

An interesting question from one of the learners was: “Is isiZulu also used at tertiary level?” 

III. DISCUSSION  

The first question that the study sought to answer was: ‘Can translanguaging aid 

comprehension?’ The findings from Table 2 reveal that learners comprehended questions better 

in their L1 (isiZulu) and produced better responses in L2 (English). Also, although some of the 

learners showed less understanding of a text in L2, they were able to respond to questions in 

their L1. This confirms the point raised by William (2002) (see 4.2, para.2) and Ngcobo et al. 

(2016) (see 1, last para.) that translanguaging improves performance in both languages (L1 and 

L2). 

The second question was: ‘Is there a difference in learners’ comprehension levels when the 

input language is their L1, and the output language is their L2, and vice versa? Most of the 

Median 25.00 23.00 

Std. Deviation 6.817 6.240 

Minimum 6 7 

Maximum 33 34 
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learners scored above seventy percent (70%) which showed that L1 can be utilised to reinforce 

L2, and also that L2 can be utilised to reinforce L1.  This confirms that the use of learners’ 

whole linguistic repertoire benefits them.  

The results above have also demonstrated the importance of using language in assessing the 

comprehension of learners, since language is a medium through which teaching and learning 

occurs. In the context of this study, learners who speak isiZulu L1 have to face a challenge in 

most cases when they have to deal with learning materials that are presented in English L2 

especially because in many rural schools, learners only encounter English in the classroom due 

to the dominance of isiZulu outside the classroom. The exploration exercise, however, showed 

that whether translating from the learners’ L1 to L2 or vice versa, it is evident that competence 

in isiZulu is replicated in competence in English.  

IV. CONCLUSION 

The results of this study show imperativeness of using L1 in an L2 classroom, as this would 

enhance the reading comprehension of the learners in both languages. School B, followed by 

School C and School A, showed that although some learners have a better command of the L2 

(English), looking at all the results and the way the learners responded to the questions, 

translanguaging is definitely a tool that can be utilised in order to enhance their reading 

comprehension levels, not only in grade 10, but in education in general. The findings also 

revealed that the learners’ L1 plays an imperative role in reading comprehension, which 

undoubtedly has a bearing on learning in general, including in content subjects that are 

presented in English. If employed, translanguaging would equip educators with an invaluable 

tool to improve learners’ comprehension in the subjects, which would lower the language 

impediments presented by L2 MOI.  

***** 
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