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Abstract

In this study, we aimed to explore Grade 6 mathematics teachers’ use of English, the language of learning and
teaching in assessment for learning in selected primary schools in Alexandra Township, South Africa. From
Grade 4, English is the language of teaching and learning for most learners, despite English being the home
language of a minority of learners. Results of studies have shown that in South Africa, in Grades 1 to 3, in
which learners are taught using their home-language performance appears to be better than in Grades 4 to 6
where English as a First Additional Language (EFAL) is used for teaching and learning. Guided by qualitative
case study design, we used semi-structured interviews and non-participatory observation to collect data from
nine purposefully sampled Grade 6 mathematics teachers. In conjunction with the literature reviewed and the
theory underpinning the study, we used themes to analyse, interpret, and discuss the data we collected. This
research revealed that learners in Grade 6 struggle to understand English as the language of learning and
teaching, so, to augment concept development and understanding, teachers and learners use code-switching. In
the classrooms observed, this practice has become the norm to improve the performance of learners with limited
language proficiency. However, because of the differences between the home language of learners and that of
teachers in mathematics classrooms, code-switching is often not enough to ensure understanding.

Keywords: English as a first additional language, the language of learning and teaching, assessment for
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Background and introduction

Globally, there is consensus that the language that is used impacts how classrooms instruction
unfolds and how learners develop academically (Boulet, 2007; Khurana & Sharma, 2015;
Naziev, 2018). Researchers agree that learners have the right to receive an education that
makes sense to them in a language they understand (Riccomini et al., 2015; Trudell, 2016).
The use of a language understood by learners has significant implications for providing
quality education. To achieve educational objectives, learners whose home language (HL) is
not English, should be taught “systematically so that they gradually transfer skills from the
familiar language to the unfamiliar one” (Benson, 2004, p. 2). Many researchers have
discussed the impact of language on learning and teaching (Chikiwa & Schifer, 2016;
Naziev, 2018; Prochazkova, 2013). In this study, we extend the discussion by exploring the
impact of language on Assessment for Learning (AfL) and how teachers mitigate its burden
on learners whose HL is not English. Given that the South African Constitution, adopted in
1996, promotes eleven official languages, paying attention to language in education is
imperative in the South African education context. HL is the language of learning and
teaching (LoLT) in Grades 1 to 3 but this changes to English in Grade 4, which means that
most learners are then introduced to the teaching of mathematics in English. Therefore, Grade
6 learners who are still at a developmental stage of English language proficiency learn
mathematics as English second language users as Webb and Webb (2013) have reminded us.

The task of assessing mathematics in learners whose HL is not English is not simple. The
Basic Interpersonal Communicative Skill (BICS) and Cognitive Academic Language
Proficiency (CALP) measurements proposed by Cummins (1979, 2000) drew our attention to
language development for second language users. BICS refers to a learner’s ability to
communicate, and CALP measures the learner’s ability to understand and use the academic
language as Khatib and Taie (2016) have noted. Cummins (1979) pointed to a direct
relationship between language proficiency and the academic performance of learners.
According to his theorisation of cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP), it could
take five to seven years for learners to acquire the appropriate skills required for their
intellectual abilities (Cummins, 2000). For learners to make sense of the content presented,
they must have “command of the oral and written academic registers for their learning”
(Cummins, 2000, p. 67). Therefore, the language that teachers use in mathematics assessment
in Grade 6 should be appropriate to prevent learners from losing content presented to them
because of the barrier inherent in the LoLT.

Mathematics is a compulsory subject from Grades 1 to 9 in South Africa. Teachers and
learners use these years to build a solid foundation so that those learners who choose to do
pure mathematics in Grade 10 will have acquired the necessary skills over the previous nine
years. If South Africa is to meet its envisaged socioeconomic development goals, the
teaching and learning of mathematics is essential (Wilson, 2015). Therefore, the content of
what Grade 1 to 9 mathematics teachers teach must equip learners who go on to do
mathematics in Grade 10 with the necessary skills and competencies. To evaluate where the
country is in terms of skills and the effectiveness of the education system, South African
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learners compete globally in mathematics assessments such as the Trends in International
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) and Southern and Eastern Africa Consortium for
Monitoring Educational Quality (SACMEQ). In 2015, TIMSS reported that 61% of South
African Grade 5 learners cannot do the basic mathematics that covers addition and
subtraction of whole numbers, that they struggle with multiplication, and cannot solve simple
word problems (Mullis et al., 2016). According to SAQMEC in 2016, 34.7% of Grade six
learners are still at a basic level of mathematics (The South African Department of Basic
Education (DBE), 2017).

Spaull (2013) has observed that the DBE faces poor learner performance in mathematics.
The Diagnostic Report on Annual National Assessments (ANA) in 2014 revealed that around
29% of learners function at the “not achieved” and “elementary” levels in Grade six
mathematics with only about 11% of learners working at “high achievement levels” (DBE,
2014, p. 76). Furthermore, learner performance continues to decline in subsequent grades
with about 90% of the learners functioning at the "not achieved” level in Grade 9
mathematics and only about 1% of learners working at “high achievement” levels (DBE,
2014, p. 81).

Several factors such as anxiety could be responsible for poor performance, which is said to
lower learner self-efficacy (Recber et al., 2018), and which is cited as internationally
challenging (OECD, 2019). However, additional factors such as inadequately qualified
teachers, ineffective teaching methods, limited instructional materials, and overcrowded
classrooms as well as the poor attitude of students and the effects of their home background
(DBE, 2014), as well as the problems attached to what Sepeng (2013) has called the
“foreign” (p. 51), nature of LoLT, as far as the learners are concerned, could contribute to
lower learner performance in mathematics.

It is assumed that by the time the learner reaches Grade 6, proficiency in the LoLT must have
been achieved and, if not, this aspect could affect learner performance (Sibanda, 2017). On
the one hand, Henderson and Wellington (1998) pointed out the link between the language
used in the mathematics assessment and the quality of the learners’ work. On the other,
Wellington and Osborne (2001) have identified a connection between developing a language
and forming mathematical concepts. Research findings by Henderson and Wellington (1998)
and Wellington and Osborne (2001) indicated the importance of language usage in AfL.
activities in mathematics. The way in which teachers use language in the assessment
activities and how learners understand this language can inadvertently affect how learners
respond to solutions to mathematical questions.

In this paper, we explore how language affects learner performance in Grade 6 mathematics
AfL activities. We seek to respond to the following question:

How do Grade 6 mathematics teachers use the Language of Learning and Teaching in
assessment for learning?
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Literature review

Redefining classroom practices: A story of Assessment for Learning (AfL)

Assessment is an integral element for effective teaching in mathematics classrooms. It allows
the teacher to collect information about the learner, analyse it, and implement corrective
measures to remedy the identified learning challenges (Dreyer & Mawela, 2020). Studies
have shown that assessment for learning (AfL) in particular, has a measurable influence on
learners’ academic achievement and their self-regulatory learning skills (Mehmood et al.,
2012; Ozan & Kincal, 2018; Voinea, 2018). AfL practice is continuous in assisting the
teacher to gather information about how learning is taking place and in bringing back
information to the learner’s awareness. Black and Wiliam (1998, p. 7) articulated that AfL
“encompasses all those activities undertaken by the teacher and his/her learners, which
provide information to be used as feedback to modify the teaching and learning activities in
which they are engaged.” The assertion of these scholars is that the teacher must work
together with the learners to create authentic information about the learning process to help
them both reflect back and decide on the next step in the learning process. This helps by
bridging the gap between and among the content presented, the learning goals, and the
mathematics skills related to the concept.

Language as central to learner ability in the assessment of mathematics

The South African education system has adopted a learner-centred approach to classroom
instruction (DBE, 2011). Learner-centred pedagogies place the learner at the centre of
teaching, learning, and assessment as Moate and Cox (2015) have asserted. Therefore,
explicit awareness of the centrality of AfL should be made clear to learners to assist them to
bridge the language barrier in assessment in relation to how to explain, reason, and articulate
ideas mathematically (Robertson & Graven, 2018). As indicated above, in the South African
education context, most learners do not receive their education in their HL. Therefore, the
debate continues about how to ensure that teaching and learning of mathematics can happen
in conditions that present barriers to this. Howie et al., (2016) have pointed out that the 2016
results of the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) paint a devastating
picture of South African learners’ reading proficiency; 78% of Grades 4 and 5 learners in
South Africa cannot read for meaning in any language .

Mathematics uses internationally recognised numbers, mathematical symbols, and grammar
as Leshem and Markivits (2013) have noted. These are linked to the LoLT, regardless of
what that language might be. According to Nel (2012), mathematical vocabulary demands are
higher than those of ordinary English. For Muller (1993, p. 312), “without an understanding
of the vocabulary used routinely in mathematics instruction, textbooks, and word problems,
learners are handicapped in their efforts to learn mathematics.” Therefore, learning the
language of mathematics is an inherent feature of learning mathematics as Lane et al. (2019)
have made clear. Teachers’ ability to explain mathematical language, that is, the mathematics
register (Trinick et al., 2014; Lane et al., 2019) is essential to helping learners construct
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knowledge. Lane et al. (2019, p. 791) have suggested that “it is a discipline-specific and
necessary language for the accurate representation and application of mathematical
knowledge.” Chitera (2011) warned that the teacher’s command of the LoLT is a determining
factor in how learners perform mathematics. The findings of Yahaya et al. (2009) suggested
that teachers whose HL is different from the LoLT struggle to support their learners’
development towards understanding the subject content. Thus, teachers resort to code-
switching (CS) in teaching mathematics using a mixture of the HL and English as the LoLT.

In the planning of AfL activities in mathematics, teachers need to consider the language
development of learners, the content and concept being taught, and the progression of the
concept through the grades (DBE, 2011). For van der Nest et al. (2018, p. 2), to achieve the
aim of “education for all” and “inclusivity”, there is a constant need to expand the
“assessment process to include the other dimensions of mathematics and in the process,
enable teachers and learners to address these aspects of mathematics in the learning and
teaching process.” Therefore, teachers need to take cognisance of learners’ language
proficiency and ensure that the assessment is accessible to all of them.

Challenge of mathematics assessment in second language speakers

Assessment and language are interrelated because all assessments are given through the
medium of a language. Language mastery inevitably influences how learners respond to the
text placed before them.. The mathematics skills that are learned are understood through a
language. Therefore, understanding the language becomes a precondition for the thought
processes that influence knowledge actualisation in the mastery of mathematics (Botes &
Mji, 2010). Lack of understanding because of the language barrier results in inefficient
knowledge actualisation as Vygotsky (1989) might have put it. The incomprehension may, in
turn, impact “learners’ attitude towards mathematics and as a result, their self-efficacy”
(Truxaw & Rojas, 2013, p. 1080). Teachers need to be aware of the challenges which may
emerge from learners having to learn mathematics in what is to them a foreign language. For
example, learners may find the academic language more challenging than conversational
language, which means that working to understand even a basic instruction in a second
language can be exhausting. Learners may choose not to participate publicly in activities
since asking meaningful questions in a second (or third or fourth) language can be difficult.
Learners might also lack the opportunity to learn to reason in their HL, which can hinder
sense-making. They may face additional challenges when they are presented with unfamiliar
representations and contexts, and, of course, learners are likely to appear (and feel) less
intelligent than they are (Truxaw & Rojas, 2013) when they are unable to express themselves
coherently.

Using code-switching (CS) to empower learners in concept development in
mathematics assessment

To date, studies on CS have grown exponentially and are perceived to be a strategy teachers
use to disseminate academic information to learners whose HL is different from the LoL T
(Maluleke, 2019). Using CS helps the teacher to explain concepts that might be difficult for
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learners to understand, thus minimising confusion among them (Yusob et al., 2018).
Therefore, it is of great significance to realise that learners’ assessment of mathematics
occurs in their use of a language. Teachers and learners use the language to interact and
communicate, and therefore, extra support is needed when learners use English as the LoLT
to assess mathematics. According to Setati and Adler (2000), CS is an essential resource in
“multilingual primary mathematics classroom” in the South African context (p. 265).
Maluleke (2019) stated that teachers use CS to empower learners towards meeting academic
goals. Yamat et al. (2011) concur and suggested that CS should be used as a scaffolding
mechanism through which learners are assisted progressively toward understanding.

According to Setati (2002, p. 9), because of multilingualism in South African classrooms,
mathematics teachers must learn to manage the interaction between and among

¢ Ordinary English and mathematical English;
¢ Formal and informal mathematical language;
¢ Procedural and conceptual discourses; and
e Learners’ primary language and the LoLT.

While it is clear that mathematics teachers should assist learners in drawing from their HL
towards concept development (Setati & Adler, 2000), discussions regarding the use of CS
have been going on for some time. Some researchers maintain that it positively affects
classroom instruction (Memory et al., 2018; Shafi et al., 2020; Simasiku, 2016). Others argue
that it affects educational attainment and cognitive development negatively (Chikiwa &
Schifer, 2018; Mokgwathi & Webb, 2013). In their conclusion, Chikiwa & Schifer (2016, p.
254) suggested that “that best practices for code-switching need to be established to promote
transparent code-switching that is precise, consistent and beneficial to increasing access to
mathematical understanding.”

Theoretical Framework

According to the social constructivist stance on education, learning happens when there is an
increased interaction among learners and teachers (Newman et al., 2011). Learner-to-learner
and learner-to-teacher close interaction has been found to contribute to an increased learner
“motivation and enthusiasm” (Newman et al., 2011, p. 81). Vygotsky (1981) suggested that
specific tools such as language, counting systems, and algebraic symbol systems help learners
develop communicative and cognitive functions so, what is taught should be mediated
through a language that allows the learners and the teacher to communicate ideas (Vygotsky,
2002). The socio-cultural theory acknowledges that “knowledge is socially constructed
through interaction and shared by individuals” (Wang et al., 2011, p. 297). Socio-cultural
theories explain how cognitive development of a learner ensues through classroom
engagement with peers and the teacher in activities using social and cultural contexts
(Johnson, 2009). Teachers should be aware that “every function in the child’s cultural
development appears twice: first between people and then, inside the child” (Vygotsky, 1978,
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p. 57). Through working and communicating with others, the learner develops awareness of
self and the skills needed in mathematics.

A widely discussed socio-cultural concept is Vygotsky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal
Development (ZPD), that he 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 capable
peers” (p. 86). Vygotsky argued that productive classroom communication and interactions
align the teaching of the content within the ZPD, helping the learner to develop required
skills. However, we must note that this is facilitated through language. The term ZPD is
strongly associated with scaffolding as Mutekwe (2018) has pointed out. According to Wood
et al. (1976), scaffolding practices help learners to master a concept taught to a point where
they can complete a task on their own. The use of more capable peers to overcome the
challenges of the weaker learners in mathematics as in other learning areas, is vital to assist
them since learner participation aims at concept development and mastery as Wells (2015)
has observed.

Research design and methods

Research approach and type

In this qualitative study, part of more extensive doctoral research (see Mahlambi, 2020), we
explored the impact of the LoLT on the assessment of mathematics in selected primary
schools in Alexandra Township, South Africa. A single case study was considered to be an
appropriate method to collect data from the teachers since, in using a case study, a researcher
can analyse a situation intensively within a bounded context (Punch, 2009). A case study also
allows the researcher to contextualise a phenomenon and understand the participants’ social
world (Yazan, 2015). For this study, the single case study was comprised of primary school
teachers teaching mathematics in Grade 6. The interpretive paradigm helped us interact with
the teachers as they interpreted the world around them as Kivunja and Kuyini (2017) have
suggested.

Study population and sampling

Mathematics teachers who participated in this study were selected from nine primary schools
in Alexandra Township, South Africa. Purposive sampling was regarded as valid to identify
nine teachers who were teaching mathematics in Grade 6. Following Rahi (2017) we used the
proximity rule that afforded us greater accessibility to the participants. The criteria used for
their selection was that the teacher be teaching mathematics and have a minimum teacher
qualification (Diploma in Education). In total, nine Grade 6 mathematics teachers
participated in this study.
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Data collection procedures

Face-to-face semi-structured interviews and non-participant observation were used to collect
data. We used semi-structured interviews to elicit teachers’ views on the impact of language
in mathematics AfL activities in their classrooms. Interviews allow a researcher to initiate the
conversation and encourage the participants to articulate their thoughts and opinions
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The semi-structured interviews were done in schools at the
teachers’ convenience so as not to disrupt school activities. We recorded the interviews with
the teachers’ permission, taking fieldnotes to supplement the recorded information in line
with the suggestions made by Efron and Ravid (2013). Nine non-participant observations
offered us an opportunity to observe how mathematics teachers and learners interacted using
the LoLT in AfL activities. One of us sat at the back of the classroom and documented
observations as the teachers and learners engaged with AfL activities. This offered us an
opportunity to gather information based on the participants’ lived experiences.

Data analysis

We generated the study’s findings from nine face-to-face semi-structured interviews and nine
classroom non-participant observations as noted above. Qualitative data analysis (Flick,
2013; Gibbs, 2012) was used to make sense of teachers’ views. The process of analysing the
data was systematised through thematic organisation. During the analysis of the qualitative
data, we were able to make sense of the teachers’ views through patterns (Gibbs, 2012) and
through developing themes as suggested by Creswell (2013).

Ethics and consent

Ethical clearance was granted by the University of South Africa (UNISA) with an ethical
clearance certificate (Certificate Ref. 2019/08/14/61954705/20/MC). Written permission to
conduct research was granted by the Gauteng Province: Department of Basic Education
(Ref.2018/327), Johannesburg East District, and Grade 6 mathematics teachers. To protect
teachers’ identity, pseudonyms were used (MT#1 to MT#9) in the reporting process. Data
collection was carried out in a way that did not disrupt the teachers’ work, and participation
was voluntary.

Findings

The following themes emerged from our analysis of data collected through interviews and
non-participant observation.

e Teachers’ knowledge of the use of language in assessment for learning activities;
e Mathematics teachers’ challenges in assessment for learning activities; and
e Strategies to foster the use of English in the assessment of learners
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Theme 1: Teachers’ knowledge of the use of language in assessment for learning
activities

The interview data analysis showed that teachers lacked pedagogical knowledge regarding
the use of language in AfL activities. How they plan and administer AfL practices towards
meeting learners’ needs in classrooms lacks cohesion. When asked how they developed and
administered assessment for learning activities, the majority of the teachers indicated that the
books they use include activities.

We have activities in the books that we use, and the language is not difficult to
understand. Yes, our learners struggle to read English, but I am there to assist them
whenever the need arises. (MT#8)

To choose activities, I make use of different textbooks that [are] Curriculum and
Assessment Policy Statement compliant. The Department has verified the books

therefore the language used in the books is relevant to the standard of our learners.
(MT#2)

I use the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement aligned textbooks as well as
the Annual Teaching Plan. Should the activities in the books be difficult for learners, I
then develop my activities that will be relevant to the concept taught. (MT#6)

I use the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement aligned textbooks . . . The
CAPS document tells us what to teach and what schemes to assess, then I get class
activities from the textbook. Our learners struggle to read English on their own
without the help of the teacher. (MT#7)

Most teachers who participated in this study admitted that they do not plan assessment
activities. It appeared that there was an over-reliance on the use of textbooks for learner AfL.
activities. Besides, it is evident from the responses above that teachers acknowledge learners’
reading challenges and reading through the exercises aloud is part of what they think of as
helping the learners to understand the requirements of the activity. Yet, observation revealed
that the teachers used time allocated to completing the activity to explain it.

The reflections of two participants identified the need to plan AfL activities beginning with
simple terms that learners can read and understand, and then to build on them to more
abstract levels.

I use basic language that the learner understands, terms introduced to learners in
Grade 4, building it to the level of the current grade. This assists me in catering for
learners’ language needs. (MT#2)

I try and develop the mathematics activities that simplify the complex language in
mathematics. (MT#9)
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Both excerpts above indicate that teachers understand the importance of language in AfL
activities. Because concepts and mathematical ideas are communicated in English, teachers
need to simplify these according to their learners’ language proficiency. For example, the
concepts “mean” and “mode” have different meanings according to mathematical and
ordinary English. Although teachers could not explain these terms in learners’ HL, they used
mathematical calculations to simplify them.

Theme 2: Mathematics teachers’ challenges in assessment for learning activities

All teachers indicated that the number of learners in their mathematics classroom poses a
challenge to applying AfL practices. Learners often become disruptive in overcrowded
classrooms and this creates a sterile working environment. Teachers stated that the language
used in learners’ assessment also poses a barrier to learner independence (see Mahlambi,
2020). The non-participant observation revealed that because most learners struggled with the
language and could not work independently, the teachers needed to read through the
questions, so they did so while explaining the requirements and pointing to the examples on
the board. It was clear that teachers understand the challenges created by language in the
assessment.

The biggest barrier in assessment is the language used in the assessment activities.
Learners find it difficult to understand English and, without my help in explaining
questions, learners experience difficulties in completing assessment activities. (MT#9)

If I take an activity and give to learners without any explanation, very few can attempt
to complete the activity. (MT#1)

After teaching a concept and having given examples on the board, I still have to give
clarity on the classroom exercise. Language is a challenge. (MT#7)

The observations revealed that in many cases, learners could not complete the activity within
the time allocated to it since much time was consumed in having the teachers explain the
requirements of the activities. The time (an hour) allocated to teaching and assessing learners
was insufficient for the teacher to give feedback that could assist in concept development and
help learners improve on their practice.

An additional challenge to teachers is that the policy on progression requirements
implemented in the Intermediate Phase creates a challenge in Grade 6. One teacher was very
concerned about the learner progression policy and said,

Policy on progressing learners between grades failed to observe the amount of work
these learners have to cover in a year. When I teach a topic, I fail to incorporate the
building up of the concept from Grade 4 to assist the progressed learners. My learners
face serious problems; first, mathematics skills and second, the use of language in
mathematics. (MT#7)
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The statement above suggests that the policy on the progression of learners impacts their
performance. The teacher felt overburdened in meeting policy needs in terms of dealing with
the mathematical concepts covered in Grade 6 while having learners in the classroom who
lack the necessary mathematical skills and the language proficiency to engage with these
concepts.

Theme 3: Strategies to foster the use of English in the assessment of learners

Continuous professional development is central to teacher upskilling. Teachers expressed the
need for workshops that could help them with English skills as First Additional Language in
mathematics. One of the teachers stated,

I am not an English teacher, and maybe the language I use doesn’t make sense to the
learners. I, therefore, need support from the departmental officials in the district
office, especially language specialists. The officials need to come to schools and
provide us with skills to simplify the language we use in mathematics. (MT#3)

Another teacher said,

I am beginning to think that my learners do not achieve because they do not
understand English. There is a correlation between understanding the language of
teaching and learning and the learners’ ability in mathematics. I need guidance from
language experts on how to use English to the advantage of learners. (MT#7)

Other teachers echoed a similar sentiment regarding introductory workshops.

The last time I received developmental in-service training was in 2012 when the
Department of Education introduced CAPS. Even then, I was told assessment for
learning is informal assessment. The impact of language on assessment was not well
articulated enough. (MT#3)

I am a registered student with one of the universities, and I must say it has helped me
to try and bridge the language gap experienced by mathematics teachers. (MT#4)

In line with the above responses, another teacher cited the need for quality in all AfL
activities in mathematics.

I need a developmental workshop that will identify quality rather than quantity as a
prerequisite for assessment for learning activities. At the moment it is about the
number of activities given to learners. Not much is being said about the quality of
activities given to learners. I think that kills the whole idea of teaching and learning
mathematics. (MT#8)

The language used in assessment is vital when it comes to learner engagement and
participation. How the mathematics teacher explains and elaborates the concepts has a
bearing on how the learners will understand, and therefore, how they will attempt to complete
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the task placed before them. As observed, learners lacked proficiency in the LoLT, which
obstructed their engagement with AfL activities. Most teachers elected to read and explain
the activities to learners using HL to address learners’ lack of English language proficiency.
This lack of language ability affected how learners engaged among themselves in groups, and
the majority of learners decided not to engage with other group members. In trying to bridge
the gap caused by the language barrier, mathematics teachers had to switch between learners’
LoLT and their HL. Also, issues have arisen from the translation of mathematical terms. For
example, there are no African terms for concepts assessed such as mean, mode, and median.
This means that in addition to learners needing to develop English language proficiency, they
need to be able to create mathematical discourse. Learner proficiency in mathematics
depends on their ability to compute and communicate using mathematics-specific terms
(Giirefe, 2018).

Most teachers used CS, a mixture of different African languages spoken by learners and by
themselves. Observation revealed that in most cases, the HLs between teachers and learners
differed and also between learners. In one classroom observed, the teacher was Sesotho-
speaking, and the learners were a mixture of Sesotho- and IsiZulu-speakers. Therefore, the
teachers’ explanations did not reach the whole class, but only the learners who spoke
Sesotho. The teacher-learner engagement benefitted only those learners conversant with the
language/s used in class since this meant that they could engage and ask follow-up questions.
Discussions that ensued in groups took place in learners’ HL, and learners’ input could be
measured in terms of how well they understood the teacher. Most learners worked through
the activities without contributing to group discussions, and this could be attributed to their
not speaking the same HL as the mathematics teacher.

Discussion

In this study, we aimed to explore Grade 6 mathematics teachers’ use of the LoLT in AfL. As
mentioned above, we framed the question as “How do Grade 6 mathematics teachers use the
Language of Learning and Teaching in assessment for learning?”” As we know, the literature
concludes that language plays a central role in learners’ academic ability and achievement
(Craig & Morgan, 2015; Cross et al., 2018; Mulwa, 2014; Robertson & Graven, 2018).
According to Riccomini et al. (2015), learner development in the LoLT and mathematics
vocabulary is necessary to assist them to access concepts and instructions. As Vygotsky
(2002) asserted, teacher-learner interaction is mediated through a language so, for improved
learner interaction, mathematics teachers need to understand the language developmental
stages of second language users (Cummins, 1979, 2000). To attend to the challenges posed
by language, the teachers we observed read through the activity, explained what should be
done, and then pointed learners back to the examples on the board. This practice seems to
point to their very limited understanding of the notion of the ZPD that includes tasks learners
can complete without assistance, those they can manage with assistance, and those that they
cannot meet even with help (Sarker, 2019).
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Following the notion confirmed by Giirefe (2018) that learner academic performance in
mathematics is also reliant on their ability to communicate using mathematic-specific terms
as well as their ability to complete mathematical computations, we report that understanding
the language of mathematics is vital to improving learner proficiency. The learners’
inadequate comprehension of assessment activity requirements challenges their contribution
and prevents their completion of such tasks. This means that the use of CS to understand the
teaching and learning process and the provision of the assessment activity has become the
norm in many South African classrooms where the LoLT is not fully developed or is limited
in learners (Maluleke, 2019).

English is used as the LOLT in most Grade 6 classrooms in South Africa. This means that
mathematics teaching, learning, and assessment are done through a language that is
considered foreign to many learners who are introduced to English as the LOLT only at the
Grade 4 level. However, policy requires that an additive bilingual approach is used in the
Foundation Phase, where the learners” HL continues to be developed while a second language
such as English is introduced (DBE, 2011). The teaching of mathematics requires learners to
read, write, listen, and engage in discussions using a language in which they are proficient,
which could either be the HL or the LoLT. To improve the use of language used in the
mathematics classroom to enhance the teaching and learning process and AfL in
mathematics, teachers should strengthen specific pedagogical skills. It was evident from this
study’s findings that mathematics teachers should have well-prepared activities that support
learning and take into consideration learners’ language abilities and level of proficiency.
Mathematics teachers need to make sure that the use of language in AfL activities is
appropriate and that it supports the learning and development of learners’ mathematical
skills.

However, if language proficiency hinders learner understanding, CS is a viable strategy that
empowers learners to enhance their academic performance in mathematics (Lee et al., 2010;
Maluleke, 2019; Setati, 1998; Yamat et al., 2011) and prevents the fostering of a fear of
mathematics in them. In this small-scale study, mathematics teachers’ use of CS helped
learners understand the requirements of the activities. It is through language, whether the HL
or the LoLT, that a bond will be developed between teachers and learners that will then
inspire the latter and build competence in them along with the confidence to deal with any
mathematical situation and this will result in a spirit of curiosity and a love of the subject
(DBE, 2011).

Conclusion

We conclude from this small-scale study that AfL in mathematics is not fulfilling its duty of
supporting mathematics teaching and learning. Our findings revealed that learners in the
participating schools in Alexandra face a challenge in understanding mathematics taught in
English, which is the learners’ First Additional Language. We acknowledge that the
mathematics teachers who participated in this study need assistance in improving language
usage in mathematics teaching. Teacher training towards further development is the only
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possible option for addressing this problem. Mathematics teachers in Grade 6 need in-service
training to ensure that they plan their AfL activities in the most appropriate language for their
learners. Important mathematical concepts should be well researched in the learners’
language and presented clearly so that an understanding of their definition makes an impact
on their learning of mathematics. Relying on the activities in the textbooks is not sufficient
since these do not take into account the language context of the learner.
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