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I. INTRODUCTION   

This paper explores the impact of South Africa’s language-in-education policy of 1997 

on the educational attainment of black South Africans by comparing the grade progression 

probabilities of students in 1996 and 2001.  I will use data from the South African census to 

calculate grade progression probabilities for key transitions that I have identified in the South 

African education system.  I expect that grade progression probabilities will be lower in 1996 

than in 2001 partially because of South Africa’s language-in-education policy of 1997.   

South Africa’s language-in-education policy of 1997 encourages an additive approach 

(aka dual-medium or two-way immersion programs) to educating children in a multilingual 

society by extending the use of mother tongue instruction before adding an additional language.  

An additive approach to education involves developing students’ literacy and competency in the 

students’ mother tongue or first language before teaching the student an additional language.  

Research has shown that if students develop literacy and competency in their mother tongues, 

they are then able to begin learning an additional language because they can transfer literacy and 

skills from the first language to the second language (Benson, 2005a, p.14; Cummins, n.d.).  

According to the language-in-education policy of 1997, the old apartheid era language-in-

education policy was racially and linguistically discriminatory because it affected black South 

African students’ access to education and/or their success within it (Language in Education 

Policy of 1997).  The goal of an additive approach to education is two-fold:  

a) the maintenance of a student’s mother tongue language, and 

b) the student’s successful acquisition of a second language.   

Assessing the impact of South Africa’s language-in-education policy of 1997 will help other 

bi/multilingual countries in sub-Saharan Africa and other parts of the world determine if an 
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additive based language-in-education policy can further the educational attainment of students 

from marginalized language backgrounds.   

II. BACKGROUND 

A. Racial, Ethnic, and Linguistic Diversity of South Africa 

South Africa is a diverse country with a vast array of racial and ethnic groups such as the 

indigenous Khoe and San, thought to be the original inhabitants of the land, and several others 

including the Zulu, Xhosa, English, Afrikaner, Indian, and Chinese (Beukes, 2004, p.3).  The 

Dutch settled South Africa in 1652 and imported slave laborers from the southern regions of 

India, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, and other Africa countries such as Mozambique and Madagascar 

(Clark and Worger, 2004, p. 13).  The English colonized the country in 1795, and indentured 

Chinese servants arrived in 1904 to work in the gold mines (Clark and Worger, 2004, pp.12, 17).  

The majority of South Africans, 79%, are black, 9.6% are white, 8.9% are colored1, and 2.5% 

are Indian/Asian (Census 2001: Census in Brief / Statistics South Africa, 2003, p.13).   

                                                

The racial and ethnic diversity of South Africa has led it to become a nation of many 

languages.  There are over 16 African languages, in addition to English, Afrikaans, German, 

Greek, Gujarati, Hindi, Portuguese, Tamil, Telegu, Urdu, Arabic, Hebrew, and Sanskrit (Pan 

South African Languages Board (Pan South African Languages Board).  The majority (80%) of 

South Africans have African mother tongues (Beukes, 2003, p.3).   Two African languages, Zulu 

and Xhosa, are the most commonly spoken African languages; spoken by 45% of South Africans 

(Beukes, 2003, p.4).  In addition, because the languages of the southern region of Africa are 

similar, over 60% of South Africans understand Zulu, though they may not speak it (Alexander, 

2001, p.356; Makalela, 2005, p.152).  Nineteen percent of the population speaks one of the 

 
1 Colored South Africans are those who are neither African nor white, but a mixture of European, African, and/or 
Asian (Clark and Worger, 2004, pp.13, 155). 
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following mother tongues: Sesotho, Xitsonga, Swati, Tshivenda, or Ndebele (Census 2001: 

Census in Brief / Statistics South Africa, 2003, p.30).  The Afrikaans language, a mixture of 

Dutch, Malaysian, and colonial Portuguese, is the mother tongue of 13% of the population (Clark 

and Worger, 2004, p.12).  Afrikaans is spoken predominantly by Afrikaners, European settlers of 

Dutch-origin, and the colored population.  Despite the overwhelming majority of South Africans 

having an African mother tongue, the common language of the country; the language of 

government, higher education, commerce, and industry is English, an ex-colonial language 

(Mesthrie, 2002b, p.23).   Less than 1% of black South Africans and only 8.5% of all South 

Africans speak English as a mother tongue (Census 2001: Census in Brief / Statistics South 

Africa, 2003, p.19).  Less than 25% of blacks know English well enough to participate in 

economic activities (Mesthrie, 2002a, p.7).  In South Africa race, ethnicity, and language spoken 

are important factors in determining educational attainment, socio-economic status, geographic 

residence, and participation in government. Language, in particular, has been important 

throughout South African history because of its association with race, class, status, and power. 

B. Importance of Language in South Africa  

In a multilingual country such as South Africa, language is a proxy for race and is 

associated with whether someone is white, black, or colored (Deumert & Mabandla, 2006, p.3).  

For instance, most whites and coloreds speak English or Afrikaans, while black South Africans 

generally speak African languages.  This is due to South Africa’s history of colonialism and 

apartheid, “Under apartheid, language was perceived and promoted as a core element of culture 

and ethnicity.  Language, culture, and ethnicity became virtually coterminous.  The apartheid 

government used this construct as a short-hand when classifying, segregating, and polarizing 

South Africans” (De Klerk, 2002, p.31).  However, it should be noted that the language a person 
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speaks is not always an indication of race, as can be seen by the fact that 79.5% of the colored 

population has Afrikaans as a mother tongue, yet as a group, colored South Africans are not 

considered Afrikaners2 (Alexander, 1999, p.27).   

 Language can also convey and institutionalize status and power.  Typically, in Africa the 

language policies of countries have been crafted to convey and institutionalize status and power 

and privilege speakers of the European ex-colonial languages such as French, Portuguese, and 

English (Bamgbose, 2000, p.11).  According to Alexander (2005) there are two fundamental 

sources from which language derives its power: the ability of individuals or groups to realize 

their intentions (will) by means of language (empowerment), or conversely, the ability of 

individuals or groups to impose their agendas on others (disempowerment of the latter) (p.2).  

Alexander (2005) also states that: 

Language is the main instrument of communication at the disposal of human beings; 
consequently specific language(s) in which the production processes take place 
become(s) the language(s) of power.  To put it differently, if one does not command the 
language(s) of production, one is automatically excluded and disempowered…[Ex-
colonial languages such as] Afrikaans continues to play an ancillary role in the processes 
of economic production in the so called formal economy…[and] in other high status 
domains (p.2).  
 
Language policies create access to education and employment for certain members of 

society, giving rise to an advantaged class.  On the other hand, language policies can act as 

barriers for some populations, creating a disadvantaged class (Bamgbose, 2000, p.1).  Myers-

Scotton (1993) refers to the process through which language becomes equated with power as 

elite closure (p.149).  According to Myers-Scotton (1993), “elite closure is a type of social 

mobilization strategy by which those persons in power establish or maintain their powers and 

privileges via linguistic choices….elite closure is accomplished when the elite successfully 

                                                 
2 More colored South Africans speak Afrikaans than whites.  59.1% of whites speak Afrikaans, in comparison to 
79.5% of colored South Africans.  Only .7% of blacks speak Afrikaans (Census 2001: Census in Brief / Statistics 
South Africa, p.19). 
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employ official language policies and their own nonformalized language usage patterns to limit 

access of nonelite groups to political position and socioeconomic advancement” (p.149).   

As stated above, language is required to function in society.  Many South Africans are 

not literate in English3.  Reading literacy in particular is important because it affects one’s ability 

to understand, use, and reflect on written texts, which is important in order to develop the 

knowledge and potential to participate in society (Howie, Venter, & Van Staden, n.d., p.3).  Due 

to illiteracy in English or Afrikaans, many black South Africans are unable to obtain certain 

employment or educational and other opportunities because they cannot fill out a job application, 

government paperwork, or comprehend a teacher who speaks in English or Afrikaans.   

Many well-paying jobs and career tracks in the commercial and formal labor market 

require command of English or Afrikaans (Cornwell & Inder, 2008, p.5).  Due to the fact that 

many black South Africans do not have command of the ex-colonial language, many are 

prevented from obtaining well-paid employment positions (Alexander, 2001, p.9).  According to 

Cornwell and Inder (2008, pp.4-6), one’s language ability affects earnings, the likelihood of 

finding employment, and the type of work one chooses.  They found that black South Africans 

who speak English at home have a 15.8 percentage point higher likelihood of being employed in 

comparison to black South Africans who speak an African language at home (Cornwell & Inder, 

2008, p.24).  They also found that South Africans who speak English at home have an income 

premium of about 17.7% in comparison to South Africans who speak an African language at 

home.  Moreover, after controlling for language spoken at home, whites were only 5 percentage 

points more likely to find employment in comparison to blacks (Cornwell & Inder, pp.30, 32-

33).   They go on to suggest that the labor market experiences of black South Africans who speak 

                                                 
3 Throughout Africa, less than 20% of black Africans are “competent” in the ex-colonial language (Brock-Utne & 
Holmarsdottir, p.305). 
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English is more similar to that of English-speaking white South Africans than black South 

Africans who speak an African language (Cornwell & Inder, 2008, p.33).  Pierre Alexandre (as 

cited in Alexander, 2005), refers to proficiency in an ex-colonial language as a type of ‘cultural 

capital’ because speakers with this ability typically became a part of the ruling elite (p.3).  A 

good command of the ex-colonial language provides black South Africans with more social, 

economic, and political opportunity.  

One could argue that black South Africans do not need to have access to the ex-colonial 

language because many black South Africans work in the informal economy where literacy and 

command of African languages, not European languages, is important and sufficient.  However, 

(as cited in Deumert and Mabandla, 2006), Morales & Hanson found that while many black 

South Africans work in the informal economy, they would be more successful if they had good 

command of English or Afrikaans because they would not have to rely on language brokers 

(p.12).  One person who worked in the informal economy as a street trader responded to a 

research review question by stating that “‘reading and writing in another language – especially 

English - would be very important in enabling them to be more successful in their business’” 

(from Lund, as cited in Deumert & Mabandla, 2006, p.12).  In regard to employment and 

economic opportunity, African languages have limited value. 

C. Colonial Language Policy  

Historically in South Africa and other former British colonies throughout Africa, mother 

tongue instruction was provided for the first four4 years of primary school.  Thereafter, English 

became the dominant language of instruction until secondary school when English became the 

sole language of instruction (Alidou, 2004, p.199).   In South Africa, English was taught as a 

                                                 
4 In some former British colonies, mother tongue instruction was only provided for the first three years (Bamgbose, 
2000, p.48). 
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subject beginning in grade five (Bamgbose, 2000, p.48).  British imperial policies utilized 

African mother-tongue education to Anglicize Africans and further institutionalize British 

power.  This practice began in the 1700s when English speaking Christian missionaries realized 

that it was easier to evangelize African students by using the students’ mother tongues for the 

first three or four years.  Thus began the practice of educating Africans for three to four years in 

their mother tongues (Makalela, 2005, pp.150-151; Anyidoho, & Kropp Dakubu, 2008, p.147).  

Missionaries encoded many African languages and created dictionaries, orthographies, and 

teaching materials in the African languages (Bamgbose, 2000, p. 48; Makalela, 2005, pp.150-

153).  Generally, under these policies, Africans were unable to develop literacy and command of 

the English language, despite its being taught as a subject beginning in grade five, because they 

were not expected to.  The colonial administration did not want Africans to become literate in 

English and risk becoming “‘too civilized’ to accept passively the role of wage labourers” 

(Mazrui, & Mazrui, 1998, p.56).  According to Simpson (2008), “A common approach adopted 

by colonial administrations was to provide a minimal number of junior-level civil servants with a 

proficiency in English or French, and to leave any education of the remaining majority of local 

African populations5 to the sporadic initiatives of missionary groups” (p.3).  The education of 

Africans was not a priority.  In regard to Africans who did receive an education, mother tongue 

instruction was primarily used as a means of Anglicization. 

D. Poverty and Inequality in South Africa   

Race plays a role in poverty and inequality in South Africa.  Despite black South 

Africans making up 79% of the population, they account for 95% of the poor6.  About half 

(52%) of black South Africans are poor (Gelb, 2004, pp.3-4).  Black South Africans also face 

                                                 
5 According to Alidou (2004), colonial education in Africa was very selective and male oriented. 
6 This statement is based on a household poverty line of US $220 per month in 1999 (Gelb, 2004, p.200). 
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high unemployment and crime rates.  Only half of the adult working age population (ages 15-65 

years)  is economically active, and of the economically active population, 50% are unemployed 

(Clark & Worger, 2004, p.116).  Crime rates amongst black South Africans are also high.  Prior 

to 1994 South Africa was divided into nine ‘bantustan’ areas7 and four white provinces.  Today, 

South Africa is divided into nine provinces: the Eastern Cape, Limpopo, Kwazulu Natal, 

Mpumalanga, the Free State, the Northwest, the Western Cape, Gautang, and the Northern Cape.  

The ‘bantustan’ areas were divided amongst the provinces.  Today, six of the nine provinces 

contain former ‘bantustan’ areas.  Only three of the nine provinces do not include former 

‘bantustan’ areas.  As a result, these three provinces: the Western Cape, Gautang, and the 

Northern Cape8  are comprised of a majority white population.  The Eastern Cape and Limpopo 

contain the largest former ‘bantustan’ areas, and therefore have majority black populations.  

There are stark differences in the socio-economic and other characteristics of the 

provinces, as can be seen in Table 1.  Not surprisingly, poverty rates are highest in the provinces 

with the largest former ‘bantustan’ areas and black populations: the Eastern Cape and Limpopo, 

and are around 75%.  Poverty rates are lowest in the predominantly white provinces of the 

Western Cape and Gauteng, and are around 30%.  Infant mortality rates are highest in the 

Eastern Cape and Limpopo provinces, 55% and 54%.  They are lowest in the predominantly 

white Western Cape and the Northern Cape provinces, 25% and 31%.  The Western Cape and 

Gautang also have the highest percentage of households with access to essential services such as 

direct water supply to house, phone, sanitation, weekly refuse removal, and electricity, as shown 

in Table 1.  On the other hand, the Eastern Cape and Limpopo, with mostly black residents, are 

                                                 
7 The ‘bantustan’ areas were ‘native reserves’ of land that were mostly comprised of black South Africans.  During 
Apartheid, this land was the only land that black South Africans were able to occupy and purchase (“Apartheid”, 
2007). 
8 It should be noted that the Northern Cape has a sizeable rural colored population with living conditions similar to 
those of the former ‘bantustans’ (Gelb, 2004, p.9).   
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the least prosperous with the largest percentage of households without access to essential 

services (Gelb, 2004, p. 10).  These inequalities spill over into the education system, as well. 

Table 1: Provincial characteristics 

  EC FS Gau KZN Lim Mpu NW NC WC SA 
% of population 2000 15 6 18 21 12 7 8 2 10 100 
GGP per capita, 1998 
ZAR '000 6.3 11.6 26.3 9.2 3.7 14.6 8.5 12.1 18.4 12.6 
Urbanization (% pop), 
2000 43 69 98 45 12 42 36 77 91 56 
Literacy, 1996 73 85 94 85 74 76 70 81 95 82 
Infant mortality (per 
1000 live births), 1996 55 45 35 44 54 40 42 31 25 41 
Broad unemployment, 
2002 39 41 36 47 55 42 46 41 26 41 
Poverty rates (% pop), 
1996 74 54 32 63 78 64 61 58 29 57 
Percent of households with access to essential services, 2001 
Direct water supply to 
house 45 71 84 57 46 63 82 59 85 66 
Phone (landline/cell) in 
house 29 35 56 39 28 38 42 35 63 42 
Sanitation (flush/septic 
tank) 33 46 82 42 16 38 66 35 86 52 
Weekly refuse removal 36 59 84 49 14 39 69 37 88 55 
Electricity for lighting 50 74 81 61 64 68 76 70 88 70 
Electricity for cooking 28 47 73 48 25 40 59 45 79 51 
Electricity for heating 23 40 70 47 27 39 54 45 73 49 

           Source: Gelb, 2002, p.10  

E. Inequality in Education in South Africa  

 During apartheid, several school systems existed in South Africa; one for each racial 

group (Fisk & Ladd, 2005, p.2).  School segregation remains an issue today.  While some black 

students attend former white schools, 96% of black students attend schools that are 

predominantly9 black (Van der Berg, 2002, p.6).  In the early 1980s, total spending on the 

education of black South Africans was less than half that spent the education of whites despite 

the black population being 4.5 times larger than the white population (Terreblanche, 2002, p. 

398).  In 2001, spending for students in former white schools was about 28 percent higher than 

spending on students in predominantly black schools.   Additionally, predominantly black and 

                                                 
9 Van der Berg classifies a school as being predominantly one race if 70% or more of the schools students belong to 
that particular racial group (Van der Berg, 2002, p.7). 
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colored schools have larger class sizes and unqualified or low quality teachers (Fisk & Ladd, 

2005, pp.5-6). 

There are substantial gaps in educational outcomes as well.  These inequalities correlate 

with race.  The overall literacy rate of South Africa is 82%.  However, literacy rates are lowest in 

the two provinces with the largest black populations: the Eastern Cape and Limpopo.  The 

literacy rate of the Eastern Cape is only 73% and the literacy rate of Limpopo is 74%.  

Conversely, the literacy rates of provinces with the smallest black populations, the Western Cape 

and Gautang, are the highest, with literacy rates reaching 95% in the Western Cape, and 94% in 

Gautang (Gelb, 2004, p. 10).  In 1993, numeracy scores of white students were more than double 

the numeracy scores of black students.  The numeracy scores10 of whites was 60.7%, while the 

numeracy scores of blacks was only 27.7% (Van der Berg, 2002, p.9).  Black students are also 

less likely to matriculate.  The mean matriculation pass rate for predominantly black schools is 

only 43%, compared to the mean matriculation pass rate of 68% for predominantly white schools 

(Van der Berg, 2002, p.17).  Educational disparities which were heightened during the apartheid-

era, persist into the present. 

F. Education System in South Africa  

After apartheid, the South African government took several measures to ensure that all 

South Africans have a right to education.  The South African government created a national 

department of education and nine provincial departments of education (Lindange, J. & Thorsson, 

K., 2006, p.14).  The South African educational system is divided into three bands: general 

education and training, further education and training, and higher education and training. General 

education and training is from preschool through grade 9.  Further education and training is from 

grade 10 through 12.  In addition, primary school includes grades 1 through 7, while secondary 
                                                 
10 Numeracy scores refer to a person’s quantitative reasoning capability, http://www.maa.org/features/QL.html. 
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school includes grades 8 through 12.  School is compulsory from age 7 (grade 1) through age 15 

or the completion or grade 9 (Education in South Africa).  However, it should be noted that the 

compulsory education laws are not enforced, as less than 70 percent of students enrolled in 

primary school reach grade 5 (U.S. Department of Labor- Bureau of International Labor Affairs). 

The normal age per grade for students can be calculated as the student’s grade number 

plus 6 years.  For example, the normal age for students in grade 1 is age 7.  The normal age for 

students in Grade 2 is age 8, as shown in Table 2 (Minister of Education v Harris, 2001).  

              Table 2. Age Norm Per Grade, South Africa 

Age Grade 
7 1 
8 2 
9 3 

10 4 
11 5 
12 6 
13 7 
14 8 
15 9 
16 10 
17 11 
18 12 

 

The South African Schools Act of 1996 states that the Minister of Education is responsible for 

determining the age requirements for different grades (South African Schools Amendment Act of 

2002).  Admission to grade 1 is contingent on the student turning 6 by June 30th in the year of 

admission (Education Laws Amendment Act of 2002).  According to the language-in-education 

policy of 1997, from grades 1 through 4, grade promotion is based on students’ performance in 

one language11 and in mathematics.  From grade 5 onwards, students must pass one language; 

                                                 
11 The policy does not specify if this language is the mother tongue or second language.  Each school’s Governing 
Body, of which parents comprise the majority, is responsible for choosing the main language of learning and 
teaching in the school, and the additional language(s) that will be used in the school (Biseth, 2006, p.3).    
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from grade 10 onwards, students must pass two languages - one as a “first language”, the other 

as a “second language”.     

III. LITERATURE REVIEW 

A. Apartheid-era Language Policy in South Africa 

 During Apartheid, from 1948 to 1994, Afrikaners, white South Africans who are the 

descendents of Dutch colonizers, created a set of laws that institutionalized the separation of 

white and black South Africans and the subjugation of black South Africans (“Apartheid”, 

2007).  One policy, the Bantu Education Act of 1953, was used by Afrikaners to oppress and 

maintain superiority over black South Africans (Kamwangamalu, 2000, p.126).  This act 

extended mother tongue instruction from grade 4 to grade 8. Afrikaans and English (but 

primarily Afrikaans) was also taught as a subject.  After grade 8, the medium of instruction 

switched to Afrikaans and English only.   

There were several problems with this policy.   Black students experienced difficulty 

because instruction was now in three languages.  This policy, by introducing the Afrikaans 

language as a medium of instruction, reduced black students’ access to English.  Though students 

were exposed to and gained some knowledge of English and Afrikaans, they did not usually 

become literate in these languages (Kamwangamalu, 2000, p.126; de Klerk, 2002, p.33).  This 

was partially because the shift in medium of instruction from mother tongues to English and 

Afrikaans occurred in grade 9, and most black students did not attend school beyond grade 8 

(Heugh, 1999, p.302).  Another problem with this policy is that one of the purposes for the 

extension of mother tongue instruction was to indoctrinate black South African students into 

subservient roles in society and limit the opportunities of black South Africans (Kamwangamalu, 
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2000, p.125).  If black South Africans were only able to function in society using their mother 

tongues, their opportunities were limited to those that were available inside of their community.     

The overarching purpose of the Bantu Education Act was to increase the status of the 

Afrikaners and their language, Afrikaans, and displace English as the dominant language and 

culture (Kamwangamalu, 2000, p.125).  At the time the Afrikaner National Party came into 

power (1948), English was the common language (Kamwangamalu, 2000, pp.124-125).  One 

purpose of switching the medium of instruction beginning in secondary school to Afrikaans (or 

English, but primarily Afrikaans) was to uplift the status of the Afrikaners and cement their 

superiority by boosting the use and status of their language (Kamwangamalu, 2000, pp.124-125).  

The Afrikaners’ policies were effective because under Apartheid the official language of 

government and administration switched from English to Afrikaans (Alexander, 2004, p.115).  

As a result of the Bantu Education Act, black South Africans use of the English language, “the 

language through which access to power and international ideas were possible”, was greatly 

reduced in order to make room for Afrikaans (Heugh, 1999, p.303).  Consequently, Afrikaans 

became a language of oppression because it was used to reinforce black South Africans 

subordinate status in society. 

Black South Africans despised this policy because they knew their mother tongues were 

being used by the Afrikaners to maintain their power and dominance (Heugh, 1999, p.303).  As 

the level of oppression experienced by Black South Africans increased under apartheid rule, so 

did black South Africans’ resistance to the Afrikaans language.  Many rebelled against the 

Afrikaners’ use of the Afrikaans language being used in the classroom as a tool of oppression.   

In addition, many black South Africans also despised their mother tongue languages because 

Afrikaners used black South Africans mother tongues to limit their access to further educational 
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and economic opportunities.  According to Beukes (2004), “Universities are battling to keep 

African language departments open as student numbers dwindle…book publishing in indigenous 

languages is on its deathbed”.   For those reasons, “…the use of these languages among native 

speakers is becoming unfashionable” (p.14).  English became the desirable language.  

In 1979, after the violent student uprising in Soweto in 1976 against the Afrikaans 

language and the international attention that followed, the Afrikaner National Party repealed the 

Bantu Education Act, reduced mother tongue instruction from eight to four years of primary 

school and gave students a choice between an English or Afrikaans medium of instruction 

(which for most students was English) (Heugh, 1999, p.303).  Beginning with the student 

uprisings in Soweto,  “English played a pivotal role as the “language of resistance and 

liberation”.  In the run up to the establishment of the new democracy in South Africa, the 

liberation movement “chose” to use English as a cross-ethnic lingua franca” (Beukes, 2004, 

p.17).  Thus Afrikaans, the language of apartheid oppression, began to decline in importance, 

and English, once again, became the common language.  This occurred because “competence in 

English is [and was] a prerequisite for participation in the national political and economic 

system” (Kamwangamalu, 2000, p.123). 

After the abolishment of the Bantu Education Act, from 1979 to 1996, English became 

the preferred and thus, primary medium of instruction in secondary school (De Klerk, 2002, 

p.33).   Mother tongue instruction for black students gradually decreased as schools began to 

make the shift to English as a medium of instruction earlier and earlier, to the point where black 

students had only one, two, or three years of mother tongue instruction before switching over to 

English as the sole medium of instruction (Heugh, 1999, p.303).  In 1991, only 22% of students 

in black schools were taught English from grade 1, whereas in 1997, 60% of black schools in 
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four provinces outside the Western Cape had a policy of English as a first language of learning 

and teaching.  This was despite the majority of students in these provinces having an African 

mother tongue and therefore needing an African first language of learning and teaching (Webb, 

1999, p.355).  This was a subtractive approach because black students dropped their mother 

tongues as a medium of instruction in grade 3 or sooner, and English became the sole medium of 

instruction and targeted language for students to learn.  The problem is that black students have 

been “obliged to undergo too rapid and too early a change from the use of the mother tongue as 

the medium of learning [or instruction] for an effective or successful transfer [of skills from the 

mother tongue to the second language]  to occur”, resulting in black students not developing 

literacy skills in their mother tongues and in the English language (Heugh, 1999, p.304). 

It should be noted that the impact of the Bantu Education Act was not completely 

negative. In regard to black students who did remain in school beyond the primary level, the 

matriculation pass rate increased from 43.5% in 1955 to 83.4% in 1976 (Heugh, 1999, p.303).  

However, the employment opportunities available to these students were limited because they 

lacked competency in the English and Afrikaans languages.  Moreover, the purpose of the 

policy, to prevent black South Africans’ access to higher education and to ensure their role in 

society as subordinate citizens, was for the wrong reasons (Brock-Utne & Holmarsdottir, 2001, 

p.316). 

B. Language-in-Education Policy of 1997 

 Today, in an effort to maintain African languages, the post-Apartheid government of 

South Africa recognizes eleven official languages:  English and Afrikaans, but also Zulu, Xhosa, 

Sepedi, Setswana, Sesotho, Xitsonga, Swati, Tshivenda, and Ndebele (Beukes, 2004, p.4).    The 
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government also introduced a new language-in-education policy on July 14, 1997.  The purpose 

of this policy is to:  

• promote, maintain, and develop mother tongue languages 
• promote equitable and meaningful access to education for marginalized Black South 

Africans who are not literate in English  
• provide redress for previously disadvantaged languages and the corresponding 

indigenous populations, and  
• counter disadvantages resulting from different kinds of mismatches between home 

languages and languages of learning and teaching.  
                                 (Language in Education Policy, 1997) 

These two language policies are important because they aim to provide redress for previous 

policies that increased the power and privilege of Afrikaans and English-language-speakers.  

These policies could not only help the African languages of South Africa survive, but also help 

these languages become associated with power and opportunity.  More importantly, the 

language-in-education policy is especially important because it uses a method of mother tongue 

instruction that will allow students with African mother tongues to be successful in school and 

develop literacy in English. 

The language-in-education policy encourages an additive approach to education that requires 

all students to receive quality education solely in their mother tongues from grade 1 through 

grade 2.  In grade 3 students continue to receive mother tongue instruction, but also begin 

learning a second language that is taught as a subject.  Instruction in both languages continues 

through secondary school.  The policy places emphasis on students effectively learning two 

languages - their mother tongue and a second language (which would probably be English) - and 

developing competency in both languages.  No educational policy prior to this was designed to 

have black students develop literacy and competency in the common language (Language in 

Education Policy, 1997).    
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In addition, the language-in-education policy is important because while it recognizes the 

importance of English as a global language and “gateway to knowledge”, it does not impose 

English upon South Africans.  Indigenous languages do not have to be forfeited in order to learn 

English or another ex-colonial language.  For instance, Norwegians know that it is important for 

educated people in Norway to know English, yet at the same time Norwegian is used as the 

language of instruction in secondary as well as higher education (Brock-Utne & Holmarsdottir, 

2001, p.313).    For a place like South Africa, and many other developing countries, this is 

important because of the legacy of colonialism.  Language-in-education policies that stipulate an 

additive approach reduce the risk of indigenous languages and cultures being further 

marginalized.   

C. Arguments for an Additive Bilingual Mother Tongue Education  

Using mother tongue instruction in order to facilitate learning a second language may 

seem counterintuitive because one would think that more time should be spent on the second 

language, and mother tongue instruction should be abandoned.  In fact, many black South 

African parents feel that a child’s mother tongue is learned adequately at home, and schools 

should focus on teaching English (Murray, 2002, p.438).   However, Crawford (1989) (as cited in 

Brock-Utne and Holmarsdottir, 2001), notes the following: that children do not necessarily pick 

up new languages quickly and effortlessly, prolonged use of the mother tongue does not reduce 

students’ incentives to learn a second language, and bilingualism does not confuse the mind and 

impede school achievement (p.315).  Also, the goal of an additive approach to bilingual mother 

tongue education is the maintenance of the mother tongue and proficiency in the second 

language. 
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Support for additive-based mother tongue education as opposed to an early/late transition 

model12 or subtractive model13 began with UNESCO’s 1953 report, The Use of Vernacular 

Languages in Education (Dutcher, 2004).  The UNESCO report, created by a Committee of 

Experts tasked to study language instruction in education across the globe, stated that:  

It is axiomatic that the best medium for teaching a child is his mother tongue. 
Psychologically, it is the system of meaningful signs that in his mind works automatically 
for expression and understanding…Educationally, he learns more quickly through it than 
through an unfamiliar linguistic medium.                                       
                 (Dutcher, 2004, pp.8-9)  
 

Much of the research about mother tongue education draws on the work of Jim Cummins.  

Though much of Cummins’ work focuses on bilingual education in the United States and 

Canada, the overarching concepts and methods of instruction can also be applied to mother 

tongue education in developing countries (Cummins, n.d.).   Cummins is responsible for the 

notion that the level of development and literacy in the mother tongue is a “strong predictor” of 

the level of development of a second language (Cummins, n.d.).  An additive approach to mother 

tongue education which results in bilingualism is effective because: 

Children who come to school with a solid foundation in their mother tongue develop 
stronger literacy abilities in the school language. When parents and other caregivers (e.g. 
grandparents) are able to spend time with their children and tell stories or discuss issues 
with them in a way that develops their mother tongue vocabulary and concepts, children 
come to school well-prepared to learn the school language and succeed educationally. 
Children's knowledge and skills transfer across languages from the mother tongue they 
have learned in the home to the school language. From the point of view of children's 
development of concepts and thinking skills, the two languages are interdependent. 
Transfer across languages can be two-way: when the mother tongue is promoted in 
school (e.g. in a bilingual education program), the concepts, language, and literacy skills 
that children are learning in the majority language can transfer to the home language. 

                                                 
12 The goal of an early/late exit model is for students to learn one language, the ex-colonial or foreign language, at 
the end of schooling.  These models may begin with mother tongue instruction.  In the early exit transition model, 
the transition from mother tongue to the ex-colonial or foreign language takes place in grades 1-3.  In the late exit 
transition model, the transition from mother tongue to the ex-colonial or foreign language takes place in grades 5-6.   
13 The goal of a subtractive model is also  for students to learn one language, the ex-colonial language.  In some 
case, students go straight for the ex-colonial language in grade 1 (Alidou et al., 2006, p.5). 
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          (Cummins, n.d) 
     

Carol Benson makes the claim that “strong models take an additive approach, adding a 

second language to competence in the first [language] and building on the learner’s skills and 

knowledge in the L1 [first language] while teaching the L2 [second language] in an 

understandable way, [has] more positive academic and affective results” (Benson, 2005a, p.14).  

For the most part, there is consensus amongst scholars that an additive bilingual approach to 

mother tongue education is most effective in helping students learn a second language and 

maintain their mother tongues.  A 2005 UNESCO advocacy brief reports that, “If time is taken to 

build second language skills based on a solid foundation in the first language, the results can be 

high level bilingualism and bi-literacy, as wide scale longitudinal research in the north has 

demonstrated” (UNESCO Bangkok, 2005, pp.2-3).  Susan Malone, of SIL International, also 

supports the additive bilingual approach to mother tongue education, “Research studies have 

repeatedly demonstrated that a strong foundation in the first language and a carefully planned 

process of bridging to the new language is an important factor in minority language learners’ 

success in education” (Malone, 2004, p.3).   UNICEF’s State of the World’s Children 1999 

report (as cited in Dutcher, 2004), states that, “there is ample research showing that students are 

quicker to learn to read and acquire other academic skills when first taught in their mother 

tongue.  They also learn their second language more quickly than those initially taught to read in 

an unfamiliar language” (p.9).  Students benefit from additive-based mother tongue instruction.   

To facilitate children becoming bilingual and literate in both languages, mother tongue 

instruction should last for several years before the student begins to learn a second language.  

Moreover, approaches which include extended mother tongue instruction, with the gradual 

addition of a second language, increase students’ ability to become bilingual.  Results from a 
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World Bank report on education and language in developing countries found that “…children 

need at least 12 years to learn their first language and the development of the child’s first 

language with its related cognitive development is more important than more exposure to a  

second language (Dutcher, 1997, pvii).”  According to Heugh (as cited in Alidou et al., 2006): 

• Mother tongue education needs to be reinforced and developed for at least 6 years 
of formal school in order for successful official/foreign language and academic 
success to take place. 

• Under optimal conditions, it takes 6-8 years to learn a second language 
sufficiently well to use it as a medium of instruction.  (In Africa, where the 
conditions are not optimal, it would probably take more years.) 

• Language education models, which remove the mother tongue as a primary 
medium of instruction before grade 5, will facilitate little success for the majority 
of learners. 

• Language education models, which retain the mother tongue as a primary medium 
of instruction for six years, can succeed under well-resourced conditions in 
African settings. 

• Eight years of mother tongue education can be enough under less well-resourced 
conditions. 

                         (Alidou et al., 2006, p.15) 
 

Adequate mother tongue instruction helps students learn a second language and develop the 

ability to learn through both languages.   

Merrill Swain and Benson mention the importance of the maintenance of mother tongues 

because of the positive effect it has on children’s identity and cultural development.  Benson 

points out that mother tongue-based bilingual education not only improves the quality of 

education, but also brings the culture and language of students into the classroom, thus 

improving students’ identity as well as their sense of individual and group empowerment 

(Benson, 2005b, p.251).  Benson also notes that literacy is a transformative process, ‘alerting 

participants to a range of interrelated economic, social and intellectual issues related to 

poverty’…thus transforming their perception of their own potential” (Benson, 2005b, p.254).  

Swain also supports the use of mother tongue education for the overall well-being of the child.  
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She asserts that mother tongue instruction “signals to the child the value of self, home and 

community…” in addition to improving the children’s comprehension (James, 1996, p.248).  In 

the case of multilingual learners in developing countries, the literacy that results from mother 

tongue education, also improves students’ sense of culture, identity, and views of their outlook 

on life.   

Tove Skutnabb-Kangas uses human rights as a framework to argue for the support of 

mother tongue based education.  She argues that linguistic genocide occurs throughout 

developing countries as many students are taught in European languages, resulting in the death 

of indigenous languages (Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000).  Skutnabb-Kangas also supports the additive 

approach to bilingual mother tongue education.  She mentions her study of Finnish working class 

immigrant minorities in Sweden (Skutnabb-Kangas, 2004, p.3).  She found that Finnish working 

class immigrants to Sweden who received classroom instruction in Finnish-medium with 

Swedish as a second language, performed better on the Swedish language competency test than 

the control group composed of middle class Swedish students (Skutnabb-Kangas, 2004, p.3).  In 

addition, the Finnish immigrant students were almost as competent in Finnish as the other 

control group comprised of Finnish students in Finland (Skutnabb-Kangas, 2004, p.3).  Thus an 

additive approach is effective in maintaining the mother tongue language picking up a second 

language, and not only learning a second language, but learning through a second language 

(Dutcher, 2004, p.9).   

Several studies have been conducted in African countries about the effects of language of 

instruction on education.  The Six-Year Primary Project in Nigeria found that the experimental 

control group of students who received six years of mother tongue instruction, with English 

taught as a subject, performed significantly better than the control group of students who were 
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taught in English for the full six years of primary school.  Students were also given detailed 

examinations covering various subject areas.  The results consistently showed that students in the 

experimental group (who had six years of mother tongue instruction) performed highest on the 

examinations in all subjects (Bambgbose, 2005, pp.243-245).  In another study conducted at a 

South African primary school in which students received English-medium instruction14 through 

grade 4, grade 4 students were given a set of 7 pictures in an envelope and asked to rearrange the 

pictures so that they told a story.  Students also had to write down the story that the pictures told.  

Students had to write the story twice, once in English and once in Xhosa.  The results were that 

the stories written in English were “incomprehensible and often not even linked to the pictures”, 

while the Xhosa versions of the stories were “much more clearly expressed although in a more 

descriptive, rather than narrative, mode.”  Students were also asked about the experience, and the 

general response was that “they enjoyed the task but simply did not have the proficiency in 

English to express themselves clearly” (Desai, 2001, p.332).   Another study looking at 

matriculation scores in certain subject areas for students in the Western Cape of South Africa, 

where schools follow a subtractive model and switch from mother tongue instruction to a second 

language as the medium of instruction in grade 5, found that the average percentage score for 

Xhosa-speaking students was 55.34% in the Xhosa first language subject and 37.81% in the 

English second language subject (October, 2002, pp.56-57).  Students with Xhosa mother 

tongues performed significantly better in the Xhosa subject as opposed to the English subject 

part of the matriculation examination.  Overall, students perform better when schools use an 

additive-based bilingual mother tongue education. 

 

                                                 
14 Students were required to complete all written work in English, except for in the students’ Xhosa class (Desai, 
2001, p.331) 
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IV. DATA  

To assess the impact of South Africa’s language-in-education policy of 1997 on the 

educational attainment of black South African students since 1996, I will compare grade 

progression probabilities of South African students in 1996 and in 2001.  I will use South 

African census data from the 1996 South African Population Census and the 2001 South African 

Census.  These data were collected by Statistics South Africa (Minnesota Population Center, 

2007). The dataset comes from the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS-

International) of the Minnesota Population Center.   I will look specifically at age, first language 

spoken, educational attainment (South Africa), and school attendance.   

The 1996 data is a 10% systematic sample of households and individuals15.  The 2001 

data is a 10% stratified systematic sample of households16.  The sample size for the 1996 data is 

3,621,164 persons.  The sample size for the 2001 data is 3,725,655 persons.  The 1996 South 

African Population Census data includes any person present in South Africa on Census Night, 

October 9-10, 1996.  The 2001 South African Census data includes any person present in South 

Africa on Census Night, October 9-10, 2001.   

In 1996 five questionnaires were used to obtain information from respondents: a 

household questionnaire, an individual questionnaire which was filled out by individuals in 

single person households living on their own, a summary questionnaire for hostels, a 

questionnaire for institutions such as prisons, nursing homes, and hotels, and a questionnaire for 

the homeless.  Respondents were given the option of filling out the questionnaires on their own 

or being interviewed.  The majority chose to be interviewed.  In 2001, three different 

                                                 
15 The 1996 sample also includes independent 10% systematic samples of people in special institutions and hostels 
(Minnesota Population Center, 2007).    
16 The 2001 Census includes persons living in hostels, hotels, hospitals, other types of communal living quarters, and 
the homeless (Minnesota Population Center, 2007). 
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questionnaires17 were used to obtain information from respondents: one for households; one for 

individuals in institutions; and one for the actual institutions.  To determine a respondent’s level 

of educational attainment, respondents were asked the highest school class/standard completed.  

If a respondent had no schooling or was in Grade 1 at the time of the census, the person wrote 

“none”.  Only persons in private households were asked about educational attainment in 1996.   

To determine a respondent’s mother tongue, respondents were asked what language the person 

speaks most often at home.  Respondents were asked to write the language on the questionnaire.  

In 2001, respondents were encouraged to be interviewed.  All persons were asked these 

questions. 

V. METHODOLOGY 

Grade progression probability calculations are used here as a measure of educational 

attainment.  Grade progression probability is the preferred method of measuring educational 

attainment for students who have not yet completed secondary school because it allows for the 

probability of grade progression to be calculated at key transitions throughout a student’s 

educational experience (Mare, 1981, p.74).  By using grade progression probabilities, 

educational attainment can be measured through the average years of schooling completed (Rios-

Neto, De Lucena Ruas-Riani, & Comini Cesar, 2003, p.2).  Grade progression probabilities also 

capture trends and differentials within a student’s educational experience (Mare, 1981, p.74).   

The grade progression probability calculates the probability of grade progression from 

one grade to the next, given the completion of the previous grade using the following formula: 

 

                                                 
17 The enumerators also carried questionnaires written in the ten other official languages (Minnesota Population 
Center, 2007). 
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1+kP = number of people completing at least Grade k+1 
kP   = number of people completing at least Grade k 

In this formula, e  is the grade progression probability of completing grade  conditional 

upon the completion of grade .  A comparison of grade progression probabilities in 1996 and 

2001, with a control for age, is used to determine the impact of the language-in-education policy 

of 1997 on the educational attainment of South African students.  The estimated counts and 

percentages of students used for calculating the grade progression probabilities were computed 

using SPSS.  The samples were weighted to create accurate statistics for the population using 

weights

)1( +− kk 1+kP
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18 from IPUMS-International.   

Controlling for age ensures that grade progression probabilities only include traditional 

students who fall within the normal age for students in South Africa to complete primary and/or 

secondary school.  Only sample cases falling within the normal school-going age are included in 

the grade progression probability calculations because I am only interested in observing the 

South African population of normal school-going age, age five (when students are allowed to 

attend school) to age eighteen (when students should normally complete secondary school).  This 

will allow me to determine if South African students are late entry students, repeating a grade, or 

otherwise out of the normal grade for age.  For instance, controlling for age prevents any 40 year 

old adults who have returned to high school from being included in the grade progression 

probability calculations.  If I did not control for age, there would be distortions in number of 

students in each grade because older or younger students would be included.  Therefore, the 

                                                 
18 Cases were weighted using the person weights (Minnesota Population Center, 2007).  
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grade progression probabilities would also be distorted and not offer any insight into the average  

educational attainment of students. 

My hypothesis is that educational attainment as measured by the probability of grade 

progression will be higher in 2001 than in 1996.  I argue that this is to be expected because the 

language-in-education policy should positively impact educational attainment.  I expect grade 

progression probabilities to be higher in 2001 than in 1996 because the language-in-education 

policy should make learning easier for students because the additive approach will allow them to 

have a better understanding of the subjects, teachers, and materials.  Therefore, students should 

be more likely to stay in school and further their education. 

Grade progression probabilities will be calculated for several important transitions that I 

have identified in South African students’ education.  The important transitions selected for 

analysis are: the transitions from grade 4 to 5, grade 5 to 6, grade 7 to 8 (primary school to 

secondary school), grade 9 to 10 (compulsory school to non-compulsory school), and grade 11 to 

12.   

The transition from grade 4 to 5 is important because many predominantly black schools 

switch the medium of instruction from an African language to English in grade 5 

(Kamwangamalu, 2000, pp.121-122).  As a result, black students with African mother tongues  

may drop out or not pass grade 5, if a language barrier limits their capacity to learn.  In addition, 

Schindler and Fleisch (1997) note that students begin dropping out of school in grade 5 (p.148).  

The authors mention the shift in medium of instruction, but does not draw a causal connection 

between the switch in the medium of instruction and students dropping out.   

The transition from grade 5 to 6 is included because this is when black schools 

traditionally switch from mother tongue instruction to second language instruction.  If schools 
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have not implemented the language-in-education policy and continue to model their language 

policy off of the colonial model, this transition may capture the possible delayed impact of 

switching to English as the medium of instruction in grade 5 on students’ ability to complete 

future grades.  Supposing black students are able to remain in school and pass grade 5 after the 

change in the medium of instruction during grade 5, the question then becomes whether or not 

these students learned enough in grade 5 to be successful in subsequent grades, in this case grade 

6.   

Grade progression from grade 7 to 8 is included because grade 7 marks the end of 

primary school, and grade 8 the beginning of secondary school.   

The transition from grade 9 to 10 is important because basic schooling is compulsory 

through grade 9.  In effect, many students may drop out after they are no longer required to 

attend school.  This transition is especially important because though students must pass one 

language as a subject after grade 5, students may barely pass or schools/teachers might pass them 

for reasons beyond the students’ performance. Also, after school is no longer compulsory, low 

performing students may be more prone to drop out.   

Finally, the transition from grade 11 to 12 signals that a student has completed secondary 

school and has matriculated.     

VI. ANALYSIS   

A. Overview of Education Trends in South Africa from 1996-2001 

 The majority of students in South Africa speak an African language at home, and a 

minority speaks a European language at home.  In 1996, 81% of students in South Africa spoke 

an African language at home and 19% spoke a European language at home.  In 2001, 83% of 

students spoke an African language at home, while 17% spoke a European language at home.  

 28



From 1996 to 2001, the proportion of European-language-speaking students declined, while the 

proportion of African-language-speaking students increased.  In both 1996 and 2001, 

approximately 0.3% of students in South Africa spoke a language besides an African or 

European language at home.   

 Overall, in the period 1996 to 2001, the number of students who were at or above the 

normal grade for age, below the normal grade for age, or who had not completed any formal 

schooling followed a steady trend.  However, substantial differences in 1996 and 2001 in each of 

the three measures can be observed at the early primary grade level.   

 Generally, the percentage of students who were at or above the normal grade for age 

was higher in 2001 than in 1996 at every grade level.  From 1996 to 2001, the percentage of 

students at or above the normal grade for age increased substantially, for the following grades: 

grades 1 and 2, by 53 and 15 percentage points, respectively (see figures 1a and 1b).   

 For the most part, the percentage of students who were below the normal grade for age, 

remained steady between 1996 and 2001, except at the early primary level.  Contrary to 

expectations, the percentage of students below the normal grade for age increased considerably 

from 1996 to 2001 for students in grades 1 to 5.  In addition, in 1996, at the early primary grade 

level, there was a higher percentage of European-language-speaking students below the normal 

grade for age than African-language-speaking students.  Conversely, in 2001, at the early 

primary level, there was a higher percentage of African-language-speaking students below the 

normal grade for age than European-language-speaking students (see figures 2a and 2b).   

 By and large, from 1996 to 2001, the percentage of students who had not completed 

any formal schooling followed a steady declining trend. A drastically higher percentage of 

students completed some formal schooling in 2001 than in 1996.  Furthermore, the gap between 
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the percentage of African-language-speaking students and European-language-speaking students 

who had not completed any formal schooling significantly narrowed from 1996 to 2001 (see 

figures 3a and 3b).      

B. Results for All South African Students (Regardless of Language Spoken) 

 Contrary to expectations, grade progression probabilities for all South African students 

included in the sample are generally lower in 2001 than in 1996, as shown in Table 3.  The 

largest increase in the probability of grade progression from 1996 to 2001 was in the transition 

from grade 9 to 10.  The probability of grade progression from 1996 to 2001 decreased for all 

South Africans of school-going age in the following grade transitions: grade 4 to 5, grade 5 to 6, 

and grade 7 to 8.   

Table 3. Comparison of Grade Progression Probabilities (Controlling for Age), 1996 and 
2001, South Africa 
 

 
GPP 

 
1996 

 
2001 

Percentage Point 
Change from 1996-

2001 

e   (Grade 4 to 5) 54−

 

86.9% 
 

86% 
 

-0.9% 
 

e   (Grade 5 to 6) 65−

 

93.2% 
 

89.7% 
 

-3.5% 
 

e   (Grade 7 to 8) 87−

 

96% 
 

92.1% 
 

-3.9% 
 

e (Grade 9 to 10) 109−

 

84.8% 
 

91.3% 
 

6.5% 
 

e (Grade 11 to 12) 1211−

 

2.1% 5.9% 3.8% 

 

The greatest increase in the probability of grade progression from 1996 to 2001 occurred 

in the transition from compulsory schooling to non-compulsory schooling (or grade 9 to 10).  In 

2001, the probability of students continuing their education beyond compulsory schooling and 

into grade 10 increased by 6.5 percentage points.  The second largest increase in grade 
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progression probability was from grade 11-12.  In 2001, the probability of students matriculating 

increased by 3.8 percentage points.   

 The fact that students are more likely to complete grades at the secondary level in 2001 as 

opposed to 1996 is important because it shows that the new language-in-education policy may 

have had a positive impact on the educational attainment of students who were able to reach 

secondary school.  Matriculation rates are often used as a measure of student performance and 

the quality of an educational system or institution.  Therefore the fact that more students are 

matriculating is very important.    

 However, the likelihood of students reaching secondary school decreased from 1996 to 

2001, as shown in Table 3.  During this time frame, the probability of students transitioning from 

grade 7 to 8 decreased by 3.9 percentage points.  Fewer students were actually able to reach 

secondary school in 2001.  The probability of grade progression from grade 5 to 6 decreased by 

3.5 percentage points.  This decrease may show that some schools have not implemented the 

Language-in-Education policy and continued the practice of introducing English as the primary 

medium of instruction beginning in grade 5 or possibly sooner, as English is the preferred 

medium of instruction of black South African parents.  Consequently, students may experience 

learning difficulties in grade 6 due to the use of English as a medium of instruction in schools.  

In addition, the probability students transitioned from grade 4 to 5 decreased slightly by .9 

percentage points.  Again, this decrease could be due to schools switching from mother tongue 

instruction to English in grade 5 or earlier.  Consequently, some students were unable to 

complete grade 5. 
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C. Results for South African Students (By Language Spoken) 

The results, when broken down by language spoken (European19 or African), reveal 

substantial differences in grade progression probabilities between European and African-

language-speaking students, as can be seen in Table 4.  Grade progression probabilities for 

African-language-speaking students more closely mirror grade progression probabilities of all 

students (regardless of language spoken) as they are negative at the primary level and positive at 

the secondary level.   

Table 4. Comparison of Grade Progression Probabilities (Controlling for Age) for 
European and African Language Speakers in 1996 and 2001, South Africa 
 

GPP 1996 2001 
Percentage Point Change from 1996-

2001 
 European African European African European African 

e (Grade 4 to 5) 54to 93.3% 84.7% 96.4% 83.2% 3.1% -1.5% 

e (Grade 5 to 6) 65to 103.9%* 89.4% 94.0% 88.3% -9.9% -1.1% 

e (Grade 7 to 8) 87to 95.9% 97.0% 96.6% 90.5% 0.7% -6.5% 

e (Grade 9 to 10) 
109to

90.7% 81.6% 99.2% 87.6% 8.5% 6.0% 

e (Grade 11 to 12) 
1211to

3.5% 1.1% 6.9% 5.3% 3.4% 4.2% 
* This figure is larger than 100% because there are more students in grade 6 than in grade 5. 

 

African-language-speaking students were 1.5 and 1.1 percentage points less likely to 

transition from grade 4 to 5 and from grade 5 to 6.  Note, however, that the transition from grade 

4 to 5 occurred only two years after the policy was introduced, and the transition from grade 5 to 

6, occurred three years after the policy was introduced.  The decrease in grade progression 

probabilities experienced by African-language-speaking students at the primary level could be 

                                                 
19 For this analysis, the European languages variable includes Afrikaans, though Afrikaans could be considered an 
African language since it was created in Africa.   Afrikaans was categorized as European because it is spoken by the 
majority of white South Africans and due to its strong association with the European Afrikaner population. 
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attributable to the slow or poor implementation of the language in education policy.  For 

instance, in one South African school in the Western Cape, where a small proportion of students 

have Xhosa as a mother tongue, the school has a policy, on paper, of abandoning mother tongue 

instruction (including Xhosa) in grade 4 and switching completely over to English.  However, 

because the students have such poor English skills, much of the instruction after grade 4 is still in 

Xhosa (Biseth, 2006, pp.4-5).  This decrease could also be due to the strong preference of many 

black South African parents for their children to learn English.  This preference could lead to an 

adverse effect on how schools implement the language-in-education policy, as parents choose 

English as primary medium of instruction or state that English is the mother tongue for their 

children, when in fact the students’ mother tongue is African.  As in the case of the school 

mentioned above and in many schools throughout South Africa, parents’ strong desire for their 

children to learn English may have an adverse affect on how schools implement the language-in-

education policy.  African language-speaking-students were also 6.5% less likely to make the 

transition from primary to secondary school (grade 7 to 8).  Students may also drop out at the 

end of primary level because this may be a time when students traditionally begin to join the 

workforce in order to contribute to household earnings.  Additionally, the primary level declines 

could also be the result of black students attending schools that were formerly all white. The 

African-language-speaking students may struggle in these schools because the official language 

of instruction for these schools is often English, meaning the primary medium of instruction is 

English.  Larger class sizes and unqualified and low quality teachers could also explain the 

declines.     

However, grade progression probabilities increased for both secondary level transitions.  

African-language-speaking students were 6% more likely to transition from compulsory to non-
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compulsory schooling (grade 9 to 10) as shown in Table 4.  Despite the lack of enforcement of 

school attendance laws, once reaching grade 9, students may be motivated by the law to continue 

their schooling further.  These students and their parents may have felt that school was a more 

viable option and that there would be more employment and further educational opportunities 

available to them if they remained in school due to societal changes after the end of apartheid.  In 

addition, these students would have been in grade 8 when the language-in-education policy was 

introduced, meaning that they may have experienced changes in the language policies of their 

schools at the beginning of their secondary school careers, and this may have encouraged their 

learning.   

Furthermore, these students were 4.2% more likely to matriculate, as shown in Table 4.  

Ironically, from 1996 to 2001, in comparison to European-language-speaking students, African-

language-speaking students were 0.8% more likely to matriculate.  This increase may be the 

cumulative result of changes that took place in the South African education system post-

apartheid, such as the more equitable distribution of funding between predominantly white and 

black schools and school desegregation.  

As opposed to grade progression probabilities for African-language-speaking students, 

grade progression probabilities for European-language-speaking students increased for all but 

one transition - the transition from grade 5 to 6, as shown in Table 4.  From 1996 to 2001, 

European-language-speaking students were 9.9% less likely to complete grade 6, given 

completion of grade 5.  This decrease may partially be attributable to the fact that in 2001 the 

amount of students in grade 6 was not larger than the amount of students in grade 5.  In addition, 

students who were in grade 6 in 2001 were in grade 2 at the time the language-in-education 

policy was introduced.  Therefore, depending on how the policy was implemented, these students 
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should have started learning a second language in addition to English or Afrikaans while in grade 

3.  Thus, learning a new language may have caused some difficulty for students.  However, any 

difficulties may not have been significant enough to impact students’ ability to complete the 

school year.  Also, there was only a marginal increase 0.7% in the transition from primary to 

secondary schooling (grade 7 to 8).  These declines may also be related to funding and the fact 

that these schools no longer receive the majority of funding.   

However, the largest increase in the probability of grade progression occurred in the 

transition from compulsory to non-compulsory schooling (grade 9 to 10).  Grade progression 

probabilities increased by 8.5% for this transition, as shown in Table 4.  This large increase 

could have been attributable to the financial resources available at predominantly European 

schools.  European-language-speaking students were also 3.4% more likely to matriculate during 

this same time period.  While European-language-speaking students experienced difficulties in 

the grade 5 to 6 transition, for the most part, grade progression probabilities were positive.  

 Overall, African-language-speaking students experience issues affecting grade 

progression probability at the primary level.  This is not so much the case for European-

language-speaking students.  European-language-speaking students saw an increase in grade 

progression probability in all transitions, but one (grade 5 to 6).  The good news is that African-

language-speaking students who continue their education beyond primary schooling (beyond 

grade 7) are more likely to matriculate and European-language-speaking students only face 

difficulty in one transition.  These results could be related to language issues stemming from the 

language-in-education policy or the inadequate implementation of the policy.   
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VII. LIMITATIONS   

 There are several limitations to this analysis.  A shortcoming of this study is that some of 

the data are from 2001, only four years after the introduction of the language-in-education policy 

in 1997.  Schools may not have implemented the policy by 2001.    As recent as July 2006, at the 

Language Colloquium held by the South African Department of Education, concern was 

expressed about the slow process of implementing the language-in-education policy and barriers 

to its implementation (Sociolingo’s African Linguistics Blog, 2007).  Equipping schools with the 

necessary materials, properly trained teachers, and other components necessary to provide 

extended mother tongue instruction in several different languages could take the South African 

educational system several years.  Therefore, any change in grade progression probabilities may 

not necessarily be attributable to the policy.  

 Another shortcoming is that changes in grade progression probabilities could be due to 

other education and non-education policies and changes that have taken place since the end of 

apartheid.  Education related policies that may have had an impact include the following: black 

students being allowed to attend former white schools, the increase in government funding for 

predominantly “black” schools, and the decrease in government funding for former white 

schools. However, there are inequalities in regard to funding because though “black” schools 

receive more government funding than in the past, government funding represents only a meager 

portion of a school’s funding.  Schools fees vary considerably from $1500 at “former” white 

schools to only $25 at black schools.  De-facto segregation is still an issue, as well.  Many white 

students attend private schools, colored students attend suburban schools, and black students 

attend township schools, and coloreds and blacks attend rural schools (Ocampo, 2004). 
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The lack of resources in black schools and the high levels of poverty can also explain the 

decrease in grade progression probabilities.  Poverty lowers the quality of education available to 

students and could also explain any changes in grade progression probabilities.  As mentioned 

above, poverty, especially amongst black South Africans, continues to exist despite changes in 

the country since the end of apartheid.  Consequently, many black schools located in high-

poverty neighborhoods face a grave lack of resources such as textbooks, laboratories, desks; 

deteriorating physical structures; large class sizes, and poorly trained or unqualified teachers 

(Terreblanche, 2002, p. 398; Christie et al., 2007, pp.80-81).  Students from poverty-stricken 

backgrounds are also unable to afford the costs of attending school such as school uniforms, 

school supplies, and school fees (Porteus, K., 2002).  A lack of resources and educational inputs 

lowers the quality of education which students receive.  A low-quality of education impacts 

students’ ability to learn and stay in school.  Another potential reason that grade progression 

probabilities may have fallen for black South African students at the primary level since 1997 

could be due to HIV/AIDS and the impact of the disease on the students, teachers, and their 

families.  HIV/AIDS is a growing concern in South Africa.  In 2002, 11.2% of the population of 

South Africa was HIV-positive (Gelb, 2002, p.2).  In 1992 there were 1,352 cases of the disease, 

while in 2001 there were 5,000,000 cases.  Life expectancy has also decreased from 60 to 40 

years due to the disease (Clark and Worger, 2004, p. 117).  While school age children have the 

lowest prevalence rate, they are affected by the disease.  In 2001 there were an estimated 

660,000 children who had been orphaned due to the disease.  An Association for the 

Development of Education in Africa (ADEA) report asserts that HIV/AIDS impacts both the 

supply and demand for education.  It impacts demand because HIV/AIDS orphans and children 

left vulnerable due to the disease, experience discrimination and exclusion within the education 
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system, may have to take care of themselves and other family members, and are usually unable 

to afford school fees (ADEA, 2003, pp.2-7; Rispel, 2006, p.8).  This places them at greater risk 

of dropping out of school.  Gelb (2002) notes that the drop in the primary enrolment rate in 

South Africa, from 103% in the early 1990s to 89% post-2000, could be linked to HIV/AIDS and 

the increase in the number of AIDS orphans (Gelb, 2004, pp.2-3). 

The disease also affects the supply of education, as can be seen in the high mortality rates 

amongst teachers, low productivity of teachers due to absenteeism, the increasing stress levels of 

teachers resulting from uncertainty regarding their health status, and the effect of the disease on 

their families (ADEA, 2003, p.7).  A 2005 UNESCO report (as cited in Rispel, 2006), states that 

education is one of the sectors worst affected by the pandemic and asserts that the disease has 

affected educator supply because of the relatively high prevalence of the disease amongst 

teachers (p.1).  According Lindange and Thorsson (2006) teachers are an especially vulnerable 

group to HIV/AIDS because they are mobile and knowledgeable with relatively high incomes, 

and often teachers are left to deal with the burdens of taking care of family members afflicted 

with HIV/AIDS (p.17).  According to Rispel (2006), in some African countries there has been a 

tenfold increase in teacher mortality and absenteeism due to HIV/AIDS (p.43).  However, 

Bennell, Hyde, & Swainson (2002) found very little hard data to support the notion that teachers 

are a high-risk group for contracting and/or succumbing to the disease, and instead, contends that 

teachers are a relatively low-risk group (pp.75-78).  Rispel (2006, p.7) mentions that the loss of 

teachers in rural areas has because in many rural areas students are dependent on only one or two 

teachers (Rispel, 2006, p.7).  The HIV/AIDS pandemic in sub-Saharan Africa has had an impact 

on education and many areas of students’ and teachers’ lives, which may have contributed to any 

decrease in grade progression probabilities.  However, due to the limited amount of data 
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available on this topic, it is difficult to determine the extent to which this disease has impacted 

the education system in South Africa.   

VIII. IMPLICATIONS 

The South African Department of Education has expressed concern over the 

implementation of the language-in-education policy.  The South African government needs a 

plan to assist schools with the implementation of the policy and to monitor the implementation of 

the policy.  There are several measures the South African Department of Education can 

undertake to help schools implement the policy and increase the effectiveness of the policy. 

  A major barrier to the effective implementation of the language-in-education policy is 

the vagueness of the policy and the lack of specification about how schools can effectively teach 

students two languages using an additive approach.  The policy does not specify the exact 

number of years of mother tongue instruction students should receive or exactly how to introduce 

an additional language.  In regard to the details of how schools are to implement the policy, the 

only detail is the following, “With regard to the delivery system, policy will progressively be 

guided by the results of comparative research, both locally and internationally” (Language-in-

Education Policy of 1997).   The Ministry of Education may need to create more detailed 

implementation plans or provide more assistance to local schools about how to implement the 

language-in-education policy.  While the policy focuses on the correct approach to educating 

students in a multilingual society in which the goal is to maintain mother tongues and help 

students acquire a second language, the policy needs to be more specific and the Ministry of 

Education needs to be more involved in helping schools implement the policy.   

To provide the mother tongue instruction that the language-in-education policy 

encourages, South African schools also need more African language textbooks and learning 
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materials.  Heugh (1999) notes that two years after the introduction of introduction of the policy, 

there were no materials in African languages for teachers to teach from and students to learn 

from (p.308).  One concern is the financial costs of creating African language learning materials 

and supplying them to schools.  However, according to World Bank researchers (as cited in 

Heugh, 2002), the additional costs of providing learning materials in local languages has been 

exaggerated in the past (p.469).  Heugh (2002) also notes that during apartheid, the government 

was able to provide textbooks in several African languages for the first eight years of schooling 

without cost being an impediment (p.469).  However, while it may be relatively inexpensive to 

produce learning materials in African languages, given the fiscal constraints facing South 

African schools, purchasing new learning materials in all nine African languages may be 

unfeasible at this time (Murray, 2002, p.445).  South African schools may not have the financial 

resources to implement the policy. 

To improve the implementation and effectiveness of the language-in-education policy, 

African-speaking teachers need to develop proficiency in the English language as well as the 

skills necessary to teach English.  According to Heugh (1999), “Teacher educators across the 

country agree that the current level of the English language proficiency of teachers is entirely 

inadequate for effective teaching and learning to occur through English” (p.309).  Schools could 

hire teachers who are proficient in English to teach English as a subject.  In former white schools 

in which English and Afrikaans remain the primary media of instruction, that now have a small 

proportion of black students, schools could hire teachers proficient in the African-language of the 

school20 for the purpose of providing mother tongue instruction for black students 

(Kamwangamalu, 2000, p.120) .  Pluddemann (1999) suggests that in order to prepare teachers 

                                                 
20 Generally, in “former” white schools with a small proportion of black students, the school usually teaches the 
language the majority of the school’s black students speak.  This language is taught as a subject to black students or 
it taught in a multilingual course alongside English and Afrikaans (Murray, 2002, p. 442). 
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for teaching in multilingual classrooms, the Department of Education should provide teachers 

with nationwide and systematic in-service education and training (p.336).  Teachers who are 

well-equipped to provide the language instruction that the language-in-education policy calls for 

will increase the effectiveness of the policy. 

In order for the academic performance of South African students to improve, for students 

to become bilingual, and for the language-in-education policy to be a success, parents of black 

students need to understand the benefits of mother tongue instruction for learning English.  The 

policy may fail if parents choose to forego mother tongue instruction for their students and opt 

for English as the medium of instruction as soon as possible.  The Department of Education, 

schools, and teachers must inform parents about the benefits of additive-based bilingual 

instruction and the relevance and importance of mother tongue instruction in the process of 

learning a second language.  Parents must overcome their negative perceptions of African 

languages and realize the importance of mother tongue instruction in order to make informed 

choices about their child’s education.  According to Desai (2001), the state may need to take 

action and become more involved in convincing the public that mother tongue instruction is no 

longer for the purpose of marginalizing black South Africans, and take steps to increase the 

currency of African languages in the day to day running of society (pp.328, 330).  

IV. CONCLUSION  

 Contrary to expectations, grade progression probabilities were not lower in 1996 than in 

2001.  In fact, grade progression probabilities at the primary school level were higher in 1996 

than in 2001.  For the most part, grade progression probabilities actually decreased from 1996 to 

2001.  However, at the secondary school level, grade progression probabilities were lower in 

1996 than in 2001.  A more detailed analysis, taking into account the language that students 
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speak at home, revealed a difference in the grade progression probabilities of European and 

African-language-speaking students.  The grade progression probabilities for European-

language-speaking students actually held more closely to my hypothesis, and were indeed lower 

in 1996 than in 2001.  On the other hand, grade progression probabilities for African-language-

speaking students did not support my hypothesis, and were higher in 1996 than in 2001, except 

for at the secondary school level, where grade progression probabilities were higher in 2001 than 

in 1996. 

Despite efforts of the South African government to implement a language-in-education 

policy that is conducive to educating South African students from all language backgrounds, 

students with African mother tongues, in particular, were less likely in 2001 than in 1996 to 

progress through primary school at the normal grade for age.  While there have been 

improvements since 1996 in the likelihood of educational attainment at the secondary level for 

all students, the overall prevalence of negative grade progression probabilities, especially at the 

primary school level, supports the need for improvements in the manner in which the language-

in-education policy is being implemented.  The results also warrant changes in other aspects of 

the South African education system.  Due to language being a major impediment to the education 

of South African students and the extensive research about the benefits of an additive-based 

mother tongue education which the language-in-education policy stipulates, there is great 

potential in the language-in-education policy to increase the educational attainment of South 

African students.  However, due to several barriers to the implementation of the policy, and other 

issues within the South African education system, the language-in-education policy is at risk of 

being ineffective and maintaining the status quo. 



IV. APPENDIX 
 

 
 
TABLE 5. Row Percentages* of Age on Educational Attainment for Sample Ages 5-18 in South Africa, 1996  
 

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT
 

Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10 Grade 11

Less than 
year 12 

with 
certificate 
or diploma

Grade 12 
with 

certificate 
or diploma

Year 12, 
no 

certificate 
or diploma

University 
or higher OtheNone Preschool rAGE Unknown Total N

5 85591
% within age 88.4% 0.5% 1.7% 0.5% 0.4% 0.2% 0.2% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.0% 0.1% - - 0.1% - - - - 7.3% 100.0%

6 87621
% within age 82.0% 0.6% 7.4% 2.0% 1.5% 0.5% 0.3% 0.2% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.2% - - 0.1% - - - - 4.9% 100.0%

7 83022
% within age 62.4% 0.4% 15.2% 9.7% 5.0% 1.6% 0.6% 0.3% 0.2% 0.2% 0.2% 0.1% 0.1% 0.2% - - 0.1% - - - - 3.7% 100.0%

8 81015
% within age 42.0% 0.3% 14.2% 18.4% 15.2% 4.1% 0.8% 0.5% 0.3% 0.2% 0.2% 0.2% 0.1% 0.2% - - 0.1% - - - - 3.1% 100.0%

9 79765
% within age 27.1% 0.2% 6.9% 16.6% 28.6% 12.9% 2.5% 0.8% 0.5% 0.3% 0.2% 0.1% 0.1% 0.2% - - 0.1% - - - - 2.8% 100.0%

10 84995
% within age 17.2% 0.1% 3.5% 8.8% 27.1% 25.8% 10.5% 2.3% 0.9% 0.4% 0.2% 0.1% 0.1% 0.3% - - 0.1% - - - - 2.5% 100.0%

11 83098
% within age 11.2% 0.1% 1.9% 5.0% 16.9% 26.6% 23.0% 9.3% 2.2% 0.7% 0.3% 0.1% 0.1% 0.3% - - 0.1% - - - - 2.3% 100.0%

12 85669
% within age 8.2% 0.1% 1.1% 2.9% 10.8% 17.9% 24.2% 20.7% 8.7% 1.9% 0.4% 0.2% 0.1% 0.3% - - 0.1% - - - - 2.3% 100.0%

13 83162
% within age 6.2% 0.1% 0.6% 1.7% 6.6% 12.3% 16.9% 22.9% 19.9% 8.2% 1.5% 0.3% 0.1% 0.3% - - 0.1% - - - - 2.2% 100.0%

14 83010
% within age 5.1% 0.0% 0.4% 1.0% 4.1% 7.8% 12.1% 16.8% 22.4% 19.0% 6.9% 1.2% 0.2% 0.3% - - 0.2% - - - - 2.2% 100.0%

15 76848
% within age 4.8% 0.0% 0.3% 0.7% 2.8% 5.2% 8.2% 11.9% 17.1% 22.2% 17.0% 5.8% 1.0% 0.5% - - 0.3% - - - - 2.1% 100.0%

16 79431
% within age 4.4% 0.0% 0.3% 0.5% 2.1% 3.8% 6.0% 9.0% 14.0% 17.9% 19.5% 14.0% 4.6% 1.0% - - 0.8% - - - - 2.2% 100.0%

17 73273
% within age 4.2% - - 0.2% 0.3% 1.3% 2.5% 4.0% 6.4% 11.2% 15.3% 17.1% 17.5% 12.3% 1.6% 0.1% 3.9% - - 0.1% 2.0% 100.0%

18 72357
% within age 4.4% 0.0% 0.2% 0.3% 1.3% 2.1% 3.2% 4.9% 8.7% 12.7% 15.5% 15.9% 15.4% 1.3% 0.3% 11.3% 0.1% 0.2% 2.2% 100.0%

Total N 308762 2147 44596 56199 101722 102124 92659 86597 85034 77829 60955 42309 25434 5084 252 12754 72 219 34109 1138857 
% within age 27.2% 0.2% 3.9% 4.9% 8.9% 8.9% 8.1% 7.6% 7.5% 6.8% 5.3% 3.7% 2.2% 0.5% 0.0% 1.1% 0.0% 0.0% 3.0% 100.0%

*weighted
The cutoff sample N for reporting the percent in a given cell is N > 20.
Chi-square test: p=.000 
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TABLE 6. Column Percentages* of Age on Educational Attainment for Sample Ages 5-18 in South Africa, 1996  
 
   EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

GE None Preschool Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10 Grade 11

Less than 
year 12 

with 
certificate 
or diploma

Grade 12 
with 

certificate 
or diploma

Year 12, 
no 

certificate 
or diploma

University 
or higher OtherA Unknown Total N

5 85591
% within educ. att. 24.6% 20.7% 3.3% 0.7% 0.3% 0.2% 0.2% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 1.9% - - 0.6% - - - - 18.3% 7.6%

6 87621
% within educ. att. 23.3% 23.9% 14.5% 3.2% 1.3% 0.4% 0.3% 0.2% 0.1% 0.2% 0.2% 0.2% 0.2% 2.6% - - 0.5% - - - - 12.5% 7.7%

7 83022
% within educ. att. 16.8% 14.8% 28.3% 14.3% 4.1% 1.3% 0.5% 0.3% 0.2% 0.3% 0.2% 0.3% 0.2% 3.5% 7.3%

8 81015
% within educ. att. 11.0% 12.3% 25.9% 26.6% 12.2% 3.3% 0.7% 0.5% 0.3% 0.2% 0.2% 0.3% 0.3% 3.6% - - 0.7% - - - - 7.2% 7.2%

9 79765
% within educ. att. 6.9% 6.7% 12.2% 23.4% 22.4% 10.1% 2.1% 0.7% 0.4% 0.3% 0.3% 0.2% 0.3% 3.5% - - 0.7% - - - - 6.4% 7.0%

10 84995
% within educ. att. 4.7% 4.4% 6.6% 13.3% 22.5% 21.4% 9.6% 2.3% 0.8% 0.5% 0.3% 0.3% 0.3% 4.4% - - 0.8% - - - - 6.2% 7.4%

11 83098
% within educ. att. 3.0% 3.3% 3.4% 7.3% 13.7% 21.6% 20.5% 8.9% 2.2% 0.7% 0.4% 0.3% 0.2% 4.4% - - 0.6% - - - - 5.6% 7.3%

12 85669
% within educ. att. 2.2% 4.0% 2.2% 4.4% 9.1% 15.0% 22.3% 20.5% 8.7% 2.1% 0.6% 0.4% 0.2% 4.8% - - 0.7% - - - - 5.8% 7.5%

13 83162
% within educ. att. 1.7% 2.8% 1.2% 2.5% 5.4% 10.0% 15.2% 22.0% 19.4% 8.8% 2.0% 0.6% 0.4% 4.1% - - 0.7% - - - - 5.2% 7.3%

14 83010
% within educ. att. 1.4% 1.9% 0.8% 1.5% 3.3% 6.4% 10.9% 16.2% 21.9% 20.4% 9.4% 2.4% 0.8% 5.2% - - 1.0% - - - - 5.2% 7.3%

15 76848
% within educ. att. 1.2% 1.5% 0.5% 1.0% 2.1% 4.0% 6.8% 10.6% 15.5% 22.0% 21.5% 10.6% 3.0% 6.8% - - 1.7% - - - - 4.7% 6.8%

16 79431
% within educ. att. 1.1% 1.6% 0.4% 0.8% 1.6% 2.9% 5.2% 8.3% 13.1% 18.3% 25.5% 26.4% 14.3% 14.5% - - 4.9% - - - - 5.0% 7.0%

17 73273
% within educ. att. 1.0% - - 0.3% 0.5% 1.0% 1.8% 3.2% 5.4% 9.7% 14.4% 20.5% 30.5% 35.6% 22.1% 18.5% 22.5% - - 28.3% 4.3% 6.4%

18 72357
% within educ. att. 1.0% 1.3% 0.3% 0.4% 0.9% 1.5% 2.5% 4.1% 7.4% 11.8% 18.5% 27.4% 44.2% 18.6% 73.8% 64.1% 68.1% 63.0% 4.6% 6.4%

Total N 308762 2147 44596 56199 101722 102124 92659 86597 85034 77829 60955 42309 25434 5084 252 12754 72 219 34109 1138857
% within educ. att. 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00%

*weighted
The cutoff sample N for reporting the percent in a given cell is N > 20.
Chi-square test: p=.000 

- - 0.5% - - - - 8.9%
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TABLE 7. Row Percentages* of Age on Educational Attainment for Sample Ages 5-18 in South Africa, 2001 
 
 EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

 
 
 
 
 

AGE None Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10 Grade 11

Less than 
year 12 

with 
certificate 
or diploma

Grade 12 
with 

certificate 
or diploma

Year 12, 
no 

certificate 
or diploma

University 
or higher Total N

5 81476
% within age 85.0% 15.0% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.0%

6 80175
% within age 54.9% 42.3% 2.8% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.0%

7 81930
% within age 13.1% 71.0% 12.6% 3.3% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.0%

8 80175
% within age 4.9% 40.0% 35.6% 16.3% 3.2% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.0%

9 86085
% within age 3.3% 15.9% 29.7% 33.5% 14.5% 3.0% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.0%

10 89678
% within age 3.3% 6.4% 15.0% 30.0% 30.2% 12.6% 2.4% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.0%

11 87640
% within age 2.8% 3.1% 7.9% 17.9% 28.4% 26.6% 11.0% 2.3% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.0%

12 84046
% within age 1.8% 1.6% 3.9% 10.2% 18.5% 26.4% 24.9% 10.5% 2.2% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.0%

13 83807
% within age 1.7% 24.6% 22.9% 9.5% 2.1% - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.0%

14 82812
% within age 1.7% 0.7% 1.3% 3.5% 7.0% 12.0% 17.5% 24.5% 21.3% 8.7% 1.8% - - - - - - - - - - 100.0%

15 85403
% within age 2.1% 0.5% 0.9% 2.1% 4.4% 7.7% 12.0% 19.2% 23.0% 19.0% 7.8% 1.4% - - - - - - - - 100.0%

16 86554
% within age 2.4% 0.5% 0.6% 1.5% 2.8% 4.9% 8.2% 14.7% 19.1% 20.9% 17.1% 6.2% 0.0% 0.1% 1.2% - - 100.0%

17 82945
% within age 2.8% 0.5% 0.5% 1.1% 2.0% 3.5% 5.8% 10.6% 15.2% 17.9% 19.4% 15.4% 0.1% 0.2% 5.0% - - 100.0%

18 83352
% within age 3.6% 0.6% 0.6% 1.0% 1.7% 2.6% 4.3% 8.1% 12.2% 15.3% 16.9% 17.9% 0.3% 0.9% 14.0% 0.1% 100.0%

Total N 148631 163500 95332 108526 107457 100191 93481 95036 86744 71182 53369 34282 350 1052 16852 93 1176078
% within age 12.8% 13.9% 8.1% 9.2% 9.1% 8.5% 7.9% 8.1% 7.4% 6.0% 4.5% 2.9% 0.0% 0.1% 1.4% 0.0% 100.0%

*weighted
The cutoff sample N for reporting the percent in a given cell is N > 20.
Chi-square test: p=.000 

1.0% 2.2% 6.0% 11.9% 18.1%
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TABLE 8. Column Percentages* of Age on Educational Attainment for Sample Ages 5-18 in South Africa, 2001 
 
 EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

A

 

GE None Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10 Grade 11

Less than 
year 12 

with 
certificate 
or diploma

Grade 12 
with 

certificate 
or diploma

Year 12, 
no 

certificate 
or diploma

University 
or higher Total N

5 81476
% within educ. att. 46.3% 7.5% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 7.0%

6 80175
% within educ. att. 29.4% 20.8% 2.3% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 6.8%

7 81930
% within educ. att. 7.1% 35.7% 10.8% 2.5% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 7.0%

8 80175
% within educ. att. 2.6% 19.6% 29.9% 12.0% 2.4% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 6.8%

9 86085
% within educ. att. 1.9% 8.4% 26.8% 26.6% 11.6% 2.6% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 7.3%

10 89678
% within educ. att. 2.0% 3.5% 14.1% 24.8% 25.2% 11.2% 2.3% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 7.6%

11 87640
% within educ. att. 1.6% 1.7% 7.3% 14.5% 23.1% 23.2% 10.3% 2.1% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 7.4%

12 84046
% within educ. att. 1.0% 0.8% 3.4% 7.9% 14.5% 22.1% 22.3% 9.3% 2.1% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 7.1%

13 83807
% within educ. att. 1.0% 0.5% 2.0% 4.6% 9.2% 15.1% 22.0% 20.2% 9.2% 2.4% - - - - - - - - - - - - 7.1%

14 82812
% within educ. att. 0.9% 0.3% 1.1% 2.7% 5.4% 9.9% 15.5% 21.3% 20.4% 10.2% 2.8% - - - - - - - - - - 7.0%

15 85403
% within educ. att. 1.2% 0.3% 0.8% 1.6% 3.5% 6.6% 11.0% 17.3% 22.7% 22.9% 12.5% 3.6% - - - - - - - - 7.3%

16 86554
% within educ. att. 1.4% 0.2% 0.5% 1.2% 2.2% 4.2% 7.6% 13.4% 19.1% 25.5% 27.8% 15.6% 9.6% 10.3% 6.0% - - 7.4%

17 82945
% within educ. att. 1.6% 0.3% 0.4% 0.9% 1.5% 2.9% 5.1% 9.3% 14.6% 21.0% 30.3% 37.2% 24.2% 17.8% 24.5% - - 7.1%

18 83352
% within educ. att. 2.0% 0.3% 0.5% 0.7% 1.3% 2.2% 3.8% 7.1% 11.8% 18.1% 26.7% 43.6% 66.2% 71.9% 69.5% 100.0% 7.1%

Total N 148631 163500 95332 108526 107457 100191 93481 95036 86744 71182 53369 34282 350 1052 16852 93 1176078
% within educ. att. 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

The cutoff sample N for reporting the percent in a given cell is N > 20.
Chi-square test: p=.000. 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
*weighted
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Table 9. Row Percentages* of Age on Educational Attainment by Language Spoken for Population Ages 5-18 in South Africa, 1996 
 

  
EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

LANGUAGE SPOKEN None Preschool Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10 Grade 11

Less than 
year 12 

with 
certificate 
or diploma

Grade 12 
with 

certificate 
or diploma

Year 12, 
no 

certificate 
or diploma

University 
or higher Total

European Languages Age 5 14837
% within age 84.90% 1.00% 0.80% - - 0.20% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 0.20% - - 0.20% - - 100.00%

6 15277
% within age 78.10% 1.20% 8.30% 1.10% 1.30% 0.30% 0.20% - - - - 0.20% 0.10% 0.10% - - 0.30% - - 0.20% - - 100.00%

7 14937
% within age 50.90% 0.70% 25.30% 10.40% 4.00% 1.70% 0.40% 0.20% 0.10% 0.20% 0.20% 0.20% - - 0.30% - - 0.20% - - 100.00%

8 14478
% within age 18.90% 0.40% 25.70% 29.60% 14.30% 4.60% 0.60% 0.30% 0.20% 0.20% 0.10% 0.20% 0.10% 0.30% - - 0.30% - - 100.00%

9 14383
% within age 8.60% 0.20% 6.40% 27.30% 36.80% 12.90% 1.50% 0.50% 0.30% 0.30% 0.30% 0.10% - - 0.30% - - 0.30% - - 100.00%

10 15560
% within age 4.70% 0.20% 2.10% 7.60% 33.50% 34.20% 10.70% 1.30% 0.60% 0.40% 0.20% 0.10% - - 0.40%  - - 0.20% - - 100.00%

11 15637
% within age 3.30% - - 0.80% 2.90% 10.40% 33.50% 31.80% 10.00% 1.40% 0.60% 0.30% 0.10% - - 0.40%  - - 0.20% - - 100.00%

12 16146
% within age 2.60% - - 0.50% 1.30% 4.30% 10.60% 32.10% 32.00% 9.90% 1.40% 0.40% 0.20% - - 0.40%  - - 0.20% - - 100.00%

13 16174
% within age 2.20% - - 0.30% 0.70% 2.00% 5.20% 10.10% 32.10% 32.10% 9.50% 0.80% 0.30% - - 0.30%  - - 0.20% - - 100.00%

14 15806
% within age 1.90% - - 0.20% 0.40% 1.00% 2.70% 5.00% 10.80% 32.70% 30.90% 8.90% 0.70% 0.30% 0.40% - - 0.30% - - 100.00%

15 15186
% within age 2.30% - - 0.20% 0.30% 0.80% 1.60% 2.80% 5.50% 11.50% 32.20% 29.30% 8.00% 0.80% 0.70%  - - 0.50% - - 100.00%

16 15100
% within age 1.90% - - - - 0.30% 0.70% 1.10% 2.10% 3.30% 7.20% 12.80% 30.10% 26.70% 7.50% 2.10% - - 0.80% - - 100.00%

17 14038
% within age 1.70% - - 0.20% 0.20% 0.50% 0.90% 1.30% 2.50% 4.60% 8.50% 12.90% 26.30% 24.90% 4.40% 0.10% 7.70% 0.10% 100.00%

18 14120
% within age 1.70% - - 0.20% 0.20% 0.50% 0.70% 1.30% 2.20% 3.60% 6.20% 9.40% 12.40% 24.70% 3.40% 0.90% 29.10% 0.10% 100.00%

Total Count 39387 620 10465 12117 16554 17025 15755 15996 16361 15817 13983 11179 8514 1945 149 5749 33 211679
% within age 18.70% 0.30% 5.00% 5.70% 7.80% 8.00% 7.40% 7.50% 7.70% 7.50% 6.60% 5.20% 4.00% 1.00% 0.10% 2.70% 0.00% 100.00%

*weighted
The cutoff sample N for reporting the percent in a given cell is N > 20.
Chi-square test: p=.000 
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Table 10. Row Percentages* of Age on Educational Attainment by Language Spoken for Population Ages 5-18 in South Africa, 1996 
 

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

LANGUAGE SPOKEN None Preschool Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10 Grade 11

Less than 
year 12 

with 
certificate 
or diploma

Grade 12 
with 

certificate 
or diploma

Year 12, 
no 

certificate 
or diploma

University
or higher Total

African Languages Age 5 69764
% within age 89.40% 0.40% 1.90% 0.50% 0.40% 0.20% 0.20% 0.10% 0.10% 0.10% 0.10% 0.00% 0.00% 0.10% - - 0.10% - - 100.00%

6 71374
% within age 83.00% 0.40% 7.20% 2.20% 1.50% 0.50% 0.30% 0.20% 0.10% 0.10% 0.10% 0.10% 0.10% 0.10% - - 0.00% - - 100.00%

7 67133
% within age 65.20% 0.30% 13.00% 9.50% 5.20% 1.60% 0.60% 0.30% 0.30% 0.20% 0.20% 0.10% 0.00% 0.20% - - 0.10% - - 100.00%

8 65581
% within age 47.30% 0.30% 11.70% 15.90% 15.40% 4.00% 0.90% 0.50% 0.30% 0.20% 0.20% 0.20% 0.10% 0.20% - - 0.10% - - 100.00%

9 64554
% within age 31.30% 2.70% 0.80% 0.50% 0.30% 0.20% 0.10% 0.10% 0.20% - - 0.10% - - 100.00%

10 68480
% within age 20.10% 0.10% 3.90% 9.20% 25.70% 23.90% 10.40% 2.50% 0.90% 0.40% 0.30% 0.10% 0.10% 0.20% - - 0.10% - - 100.00%

11 66547
% within age 13.10% 0.10% 2.10% 5.50% 18.50% 25.10% 20.90% 9.20% 2.40% 0.70% 0.30% 0.10% 0.10% 0.30% - - 0.10% - - 100.00%

12 68582
% within age 9.50% 0.10% 1.30% 3.30% 12.40% 19.70% 22.40% 18.10% 8.40% 2.00% 0.40% 0.20% 0.10% 0.30% - - 0.10% - - 100.00%

13 66059
% within age 7.20% 0.10% 0.70% 2.00% 7.70% 14.10% 18.70% 20.70% 16.90% 8.00% 1.60% 0.30% 0.10% 0.20% - - 0.10% - - 100.00%

14 66259
% within age 5.90% 0.00% 0.50% 1.20% 4.80% 9.10% 13.90% 18.30% 20.00% 16.20% 6.40% 1.30% 0.20% 0.30% - - 0.10% - - 100.00%

15 60759
% within age 5.40% 0.00% 0.30% 0.80% 3.30% 6.20% 9.60% 13.60% 18.60% 19.70% 13.90% 5.30% 1.00% 0.40% - - 0.20% - - 100.00%

16 63379
% within age 5.00% 0.00% 0.30% 0.60% 2.40% 4.40% 7.00% 10.40% 15.70% 19.20% 17.10% 10.90% 3.80% 0.70% - - 0.80% - - 100.00%

17 58438
% within age 4.80% - - 0.20% 0.40% 1.50% 3.00% 4.60% 7.30% 12.90% 17.00% 18.10% 15.40% 9.20% 0.90% 0.00% 2.90% - - 100.00%

18 57370
% within age 5.10% 0.00% 0.20% 0.40% 1.50% 2.50% 3.70% 5.60% 10.00% 14.30% 17.10% 16.80% 13.10% 0.80% 0.10% 6.80% 0.10% 100.00%

Total Coun

0.20% 7.10% 14.20% 26.80% 13.00%

t 266464 1493 33665 43563 84258 84179 76028 69726 67915 61304 46316 30622 16573 3037 96 6754 37 914279
% within age 29.20% 0.20% 3.70% 4.80% 9.20% 9.20% 8.30% 7.60% 7.40% 6.70% 5.10% 3.30% 1.80% 0.30% 0.00% 0.70% 0.00% 100.00%

*weighted
The cutoff sample N for reporting the percent in a given cell is N > 20.
Chi-square test: p=.000 
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Table 11. Row Percentages* of Age on Educational Attainment by Language Spoken for Population Ages 5-18 in South Africa, 2001 
 

  EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

LANGUAGE SPOKEN None Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10 Grade 11

Less than 
year 12 

with 
certificate 
or diploma

Grade 12 
with 

certificate 
or diploma

Year 12, 
no 

certificate 
or diploma

University 
or higher Total

European Languages Age 5 13144
% within age 90.30% 9.70% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.00%

6 12873
% within age 64.80% 33.10% 2.10% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.00%

7 12859
% within age 8.60% 76.60% 11.70% 3.10% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.00%

8 13037
% within age 2.30% 34.40% 41.90% 18.30% 3.20% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.00%

9 14198
% within age 1.50% 7.00% 29.80% 41.80% 16.80% 3.10% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.00%

10 14614
% within age 1.80% 2.20% 6.90% 31.30% 39.70% 15.60% 2.60% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.00%

11 14626
% within age 1.70% 0.80% 2.50% 9.80% 30.40% 38.20% 14.40% 2.30% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.00%

12 14500
% within age 0.70% 0.50% 0.90% 3.70% 10.40% 30.50% 36.20% 14.50% 2.50% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.00%

13 14251
% within age 0.60% 0.50% 0.60% 1.70% 4.70% 10.20% 28.90% 36.10% 14.10% 2.50% - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.00%

14 14417
% within age 0.60% 0.30% 0.40% 1.20% 2.00% 5.30% 10.40% 29.80% 34.70% 13.10% 2.20% - - - - - - - - - - 100.00%

15 14956
% within age 0.80% 0.30% 0.30% 0.60% 1.30% 2.70% 5.30% 12.70% 28.40% 33.10% 12.90% 1.80% - - - - - -

0.70% 0.20% 0.10% 0.50% 0.90% 1.90% 3.30% 7.80% 13.60% 27.40% 31.20% 10.40% 0.10% 0.30% 1.70% - - 100.00%
17 15327

% within age 0.80% 0.30% 0.20% 0.50% 0.80% 1.40% 2.30% 4.60% 8.90% 13.30% 27.40% 29.50% 0.20% 0.50% 9.10% - - 100.00%
18 15305

% within age 1.10% 0.70% 0.30% 0.40% 0.60% 1.20% 1.90% 3.90% 6.80% 9.20% 13.50% 27.30% 0.50% 2.00% 30.50% 0.20% 100.00%
Total Count 23156 21709 13214 15973 16074 16058 15340 16356 16236 14997 13370 10463 113 420 6295 32 199806 

% within age 11.60% 10.90% 6.60% 8.00% 8.00% 8.00% 7.70% 8.10% 8.10% 7.50% 6.70% 5.30% 0.10% 0.20% 3.20% 0.00% 100.00%
*weighted
The cutoff sample N for reporting the percent in a given cell is N > 20.
Chi-square test: p=.000  

 

- - 100.00%
16 15699

% within age
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Table 12. Row Percentages* of Age on Educational Attainment by Language Spoken for Population Ages 5-18 in South Africa, 2001 
 

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 

LANGUAGE SPOKEN None Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10 Grade 11

Less than 
year 12 

with 
certificate 
or diploma

Grade 12 
with 

certificate 
or diploma

Year 12, 
no 

certificate 
or diploma

University 
or higher Total

African Languages age 5 68073
% within age 83.90% 16.10% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.00%

6 67048
% within age 52.90% 44.20% 2.90% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.00%

7 68834
% within age 13.90% 70.00% 12.80% 3.30% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.00%

8 66909
% within age 5.40% 41.10% 34.40% 15.90% 3.20% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.00%

9 71664
% within age 3.60% 17.80% 29.70% 31.80% 14.10% 3.00% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.00%

10 74818
% within age 3.60% 7.20% 16.60% 29.80% 28.30% 12.00% 2.40% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.00%

11 72789
% within age 3.00% 3.60% 9.00% 19.60% 28.00% 24.20% 10.30% 2.20% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.00%

12 69297
% within age 2.00% 1.80% 4.50% 11.60% 20.30% 25.50% 22.50% 9.70% 2.10% - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.00%

13 69331
% within age 2.00% 1.10% 2.60% 6.90% 13.40% 19.70% 23.70% 20.00% 8.60% 2.00% - - - - - - - - - - - - 100.00%

14 68166
% within age 1.90% 0.70% 1.50% 4.00% 8.10% 13.40% 19.10% 23.30% 18.40% 7.80% 1.70% - - - - - - - - - - 100.00%

15 70195
% within age 2.30% 0.60% 1.00% 2.40% 5.10% 8.80% 13.50% 20.60% 21.80% 15.90% 6.70% 1.40% - - - - - - - - 100.00%

16 70571
% within age 2.70% 0.50% 0.70% 1.80% 3.20% 5.60% 9.30% 16.30% 20.40% 19.40% 13.80% 5.20% - - 0.10% 1.00%

17 67333
% within age 3.30% 0.60% 0.60% 1.30% 2.20% 3.90% 6.60% 12.00% 16.70% 19.00% 17.60% 12.10% 0.10% 0.20% 4.00% - - 100.00%

18 67730
% within age 4.20% 0.60% 0.70% 1.10% 1.90% 2.90% 4.80% 9.00% 13.50% 16.70% 17.80% 15.70% 0.20% 0.60% 10.10% 0.10% 100.00%

Total Count 124839 141351 81870 92306 91067 83885 77898 78397 70278 56001 39823 23671 233 621 10459 59 972758
% within age 13.00% 14.50% 8.40% 9.50% 9.40% 8.60% 8.00% 8.00% 7.20% 5.70% 4.10% 2.40% 0.00% 0.10% 1.10% 0.00% 100.00%

*weighted
The cutoff sample N for reporting the percent in a given cell is N > 20. 
Chi-square test: p=.000 

- - 100.00%
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Figure 1a.     Figure 1b. 

Students Below Grade for Age, South Africa, 1996
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Students Below Grade for Age, South Africa, 2001
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Figure 2a.          Figure 2b. 

Students At or Above Grade for Age, South Africa, 1996
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Students with No Formal Schooling Completed, South Africa, 1996
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