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17 June 2005

By Invitation
MATHEMATICALLY SPEAKING 
By Mamokgethi Setati

Students' home languages should be used as resources in 
the teaching and learning of maths

The minister of education recently announced a plan to move indigenous languages "from the 
margins on to the centre stage". The plan includes the long-overdue development of indigenous 
languages into languages of learning and teaching. 

This means that in a few years we may see matric mathematics examination papers in multiple 
languages. At the moment the papers are set only in English and Afrikaans; and so Afrikaans 
students who are learning maths in English can always check the Afrikaans version if they are 
not sure what is meant in English. 

A majority of SA students learn maths in English, a language in which they are not fluent. It is 
not surprising that most of these students do not do well in maths. Language is a factor both in 
the learning of maths and in the assessment of maths achievement. These students have to 
cope with the mathematical concepts, how the concepts are applied and the language in which 
they are embedded. 

Their teachers have a dual task of teaching both maths and English at the same time. In some 
schools, maths students learn very little maths because the teachers are focusing more on 
developing their fluency in English. As a result, many children enter secondary school without 
the background knowledge required to succeed in maths. 

Maths curricula all over the world emphasise learning to communicate mathematically as a 
central aspect of what it means to learn school maths. Students are now expected to participate 
in a variety of maths oral and written practices, such as explaining solution processes, 
describing conjectures, proving conclusions and presenting arguments. 

Research shows that students whose home language is not English must acquire a substantial 
level of English proficiency to be able to participate effectively in maths classrooms where the 
language of learning and teaching is English. A majority of SA students start learning maths in 
English before they even acquire basic conversational fluency in the language. This is one of 
the reasons we perform poorly in studies such as the Trends in International Mathematics & 
Science Study. 

The linguist Jim Cummings postulates that there is a minimal linguistic competence - a 
threshold - that a student must attain to function effectively in cognitively demanding academic 
tasks. This threshold can take between five and seven years to develop in a student's second 
language. This is probably the reason some SA researchers argue that we have to develop the 
students' proficiency in English so that they can perform better in maths. There is no doubt that 
proficiency in English is important, but the maths classroom is not the place to be developing it. 

The students' home languages should be used as resources in the teaching and learning of 
maths. This would ensure that maths teachers focused on developing students' mathematical 
proficiency, rather than their fluency in the English language. The role of maths teachers is to 
teach maths and any language can be a tool to make maths accessible to students. 
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An important goal of maths teaching in a multilingual context such as ours should be to support 
the maths learning of all students, regardless of their proficiency in English. Teachers can move 
towards this goal by encouraging students to express mathematical ideas in their own 
language. 

Research in SA and elsewhere shows that classroom interactions that include the use of 
students' home languages support their learning to communicate mathematically. In these 
classrooms the focus is on the maths; English, like other languages, is one of the resources 
that can be used in the process of learning. 

The fact that the mathematics register is not well developed in our indigenous languages should 
not be a barrier . In a multilingual country like ours, it is quite normal for people to mix 
languages when they speak. The same can be done in a maths class. The critical point is that 
during maths teaching the focus should be on the maths rather than on English. 

Recognising indigenous languages as a resource in the learning and teaching of maths is 
important not only for developing mathematically competent students, but also for promoting 
them as languages that can be used for scientific interactions. 

South Korea, Taiwan and Japan, which teach subjects like maths and science in their mother 
tongues, outperform countries that do not. SA can turn its multilingual context into a strategic 
asset as it seeks sustainable economic growth and development. 

Mamokgethi Setati is associate professor of mathematics education at the University of the 
Witwatersrand, and president of the Association for Mathematics Education of SA 
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