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ABSTRACT
Recent statistics show that 25% of university students in South Africa drop out in their first
year of study (Stats SA, 2018). This figure is all the more worrisome when older but still
relevant statistics are considered, e.g., that only 21% of students graduate within the regulation
time (Scott et al., 2007). High drop-out rates and low throughput rates in higher education have
been discussed in terms of such factors as funding, student support, race and gender. Although
several factors contribute to high dropout rates and low throughput rates in higher education,
there is not much research that analyses the problem from the language standpoint in
assessment. As a result, our knowledge is limited regarding how different language
arrangements in assessment situations may impede or enhance students’ academic
performance. Secondly, there has not been much empirical basis for determining the
differential impact which different language arrangements in assessment have on students with
diverse linguistic profiles. Thirdly, we do not know at what stages of the assessment process
language may impede or enhance students” performances. Fourthly, because of the dearth of
knowledge of the above issues, it is unclear what provisions an adequate language policy on
assessment in a higher education environment should contain. This study investigates the
impact of language on students’ experiences of assessment by using students at the University
of the Western Cape as a case study. It does this by drawing on Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of

cultural capital and Nancy Fraser’s theory of social justice.

The methods of data collection for this study include qualitative methods and quantitative
methods. This study found that the student’s academic performance differs depending on the
language arrangements experienced. It was also found that the medium of instruction
differently affects first language English speakers and second language English speakers. This
study also revealed that second language English speakers such as the Afrikaans and IsiXhosa

viii



speakers are affected negatively by the monolingual language arrangement in assessment,
while first language English speakers are positively affected by the monolingual language

arrangement.

On the other hand, second language English speakers were positively affected by the
multilingual language arrangements while first language English speakers were negatively
affected. It was also found for the third objective that the initial and the processing stage are
where students experienced language arrangements to have more impact on their academic

performances.
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CHAPTER ONE:

INTRODUCTION OF THE STUDY

1.1 Introduction and background of the study

A report released by the Council of Higher Education in 2013 showed that one out of four
university students is able to graduate from contact-based institutions in South Africa within
the allocated period of their degree, while the remaining percentage of students require more
time or drop out altogether (Murray, 2014). Moreover, a demographic analysis provided by
Jeynes (2016) shows that White students’ success rate is the highest with 71%, followed by the
Asian students with 61%, Coloured students with 53.8% and Black students with 53.5%.
Scholarly work has attributed high drop-out rates and low throughput rates to the following
factors: family issues, financial concerns, race, quality and the extent of student support,
loneliness, and preparation at the Basic Education level (Pierrakeas et al., 2004; Murray, 2014;

Nkontwana, 2014; Fortin et al., 2006; Moore, 2017).

The language factor in teaching and learning as a possible explanation for students’ mediocre
performance has been widely researched (McGhie, 2012; Nkontwana, 2014; Moore, 2017).
The paper from Civan & Coskun (2016) concludes that the medium of instruction negatively
influences academic outcomes. The dominance of English has been offered as one of the
reasons why there is no improvement when it comes to academic outcomes studies. For
instance, Ngidi (2007) believes that the dominance of English in teaching and assessment is

one of the reasons why monolingual education is maintained in most South African institutions.

There have been several initiatives aimed at diversifying the language of teaching and learning.

of teaching and learning. For example, the Department of Linguistics at the University of the
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Western Cape has for years been making the lecture material of Language and Communication
Studies (LCS 311) available to third-year students in English, IsiXhosa and Afrikaans (Antia
and Dyers, 2016). This initiative is intended to help students overcome language barriers to
understand the subject content. At the University of Limpopo, students do a bilingual
humanities degree, with half of the subjects taught in Sesotho Sa Leboa and the other half

taught in English (Antia and Dyers, 2016).

There are similar initiatives at the University of Kwazulu-Natal around using isiZulu for “a full
degree course such as the Bachelor of Education Honours ... as the Language of Learning and
Teaching” (Mgqwashu (2013) cited in Antia and Dyers, 2016, p.3). Rhodes University students
studying towards a Journalism degree must pass an IsiXhosa module. UNISA has in the past
few years started to offer all its African language programmes at the undergraduate and
postgradulevelsevel either in English or an African language. Again, it has embarked on a
massive project to translate some subjects from English into African languages, thereby
affording students the choice of using either English or an African language in their studies

(Richard and Madadzhe, 2019).

According to Wolff (2018, p.4) both Stellenbosch University and the Cape Peninsula
University of Technology offer multilingual glossaries in English, isiXhosa and Afrikaans for
various faculties. While, Antia and Dyers (2016, p.3), motivate that the development of the
multilingual glossaries “is a strategy employed to diversify the language support base of
teaching and learning.” In 2021, the University of the Free State (UFS) established an Academy
for Multilingualism aimed at promoting Sesotho, isiZulu and Afrikaans on institutional and
social levels through academic and community-based projects. Telling News24 in an interview,

the custodian of this initiative, Dr Peet van Aardt, shared that they are also piloting some of

2



their tutorial sessions for first-year students and are doing voice-overs of the English language
in Sesotho, Afrikaans and IsiZulu in a few modules. The development of these initiatives can
be attributed to South Africa’s Constitution (1996) and the Language Policy in Higher
education (2002), which require universities to develop their language policies to include
African languages as teaching languages. This advocacy is because “re-empowering African
languages is a way to contribute sustainably to societal transformation and economic progress
by fully exploiting the cognitive and creative potential of all young Africans” (Wolff, 2018, p.

).

1.2 Statement of the problem

It is through various forms of assessment that the figures presented above on the performance
of university students came about. Paradoxically, however, there has been limited knowledge
of how language arrangements in students’ assessment contributed to these dismal statistics (of
course, along with other factors such as the quality of teachers and teaching, socio-economic
conditions etc.) As a result, our knowledge is limited about how different language
arrangements in assessment situations may impede or enhance students’ academic
performance. Secondly, there has not been much empirical basis for determining the
differential impact different language arrangements in assessment have on students with
different linguistic profiles. Thirdly, we do not know at what stages of the assessment language
may impede or enhance students’ performances. Fourthly, due to the dearth of knowledge of
the above issues, it is not evident what provisions an adequate language policy on assessment

in a Higher Education environment should contain.



1.3 Aim of the study
This study used the University of the Western Cape as a case study to investigate the language

factor in the assessment.

1.4 Objectives of the study

1.4.1 To determine how different language arrangements in assessment impede or enhance
students’ academic performance.

1.4.2. To determine if the medium of assessments produces different effects on students with
different ethnolinguistic backgrounds.

1.4.3 To determine whether there are stages of the assessment process at which different
language arrangements are experienced as having more impact or less impact.

1.4.4. To determine what provisions an adequate language policy for assessment in multilingual

higher education should incorporate.

1.5 Research questions

1.5.1 How, if at all, do different language arrangements in assessment impede or enhance
students’ academic performance?

1.5.2 How, if at all, does the medium of assessments differently affect students from different
ethnolinguistic groups in South African higher education?

1.5.3 At what stage/s, if any, of the assessment process do the different language arrangements
get experienced as having more impact or less impact on student’s academic performances?
1.5.4 What provisions should an adequate language policy for assessment in higher education

environment contain?



1.6. Significance of the study

This study is potentially significant in that it will demonstrate how different language
arrangements in assessment can impede or enhance students’ academic performance. Another
reason is that it further determines how language arrangements differently affect students from
different ethnolinguistic backgrounds. It also determines which stages of assessment do
students experience more or less impact in assessment. Another reason why this study is
significant is that it would demonstrate the kinds of provisions on an assessment that need to

be contained in a language policy.

1.7 Limitations of the study

This study’s first limitation is using one university within the Western Cape as the site for this
research. Secondly, this research uses the Department of Linguistics within the University of
the Western Cape. The study population is only 44 students, in three groups: white, black, and
coloured. This study only involved participants aged between 18-30 years who did the LCS
311 module in 2019 at the University of the Western Cape. Due to the factors mentioned above,

this research had a smaller sample.

1.8. Ethical consideration

The participants who took part in this study, i.e., students doing the LCS 311 module, did so
voluntarily. The students’ names, designations, or any other information specifically linking
them to the provided data was not elicited. Participants were informed of the right to have data
they provide anonymised. Participants were told that they have a right to withdraw at any stage

of the research should they feel uneasy about their participation.



1.9 Overview of chapters

The first chapter presents the study’s introduction and background, illustrating how English,
among other official languages, is the preferred medium of instruction in South Africa even
though the minority of the population speaks it as their home language. A problem statement

is provided, followed by the study's aim, objective, and research questions.

The second chapter provides literature on various topics relevant to this study. Topics such as
recent studies on multilingualism in South African Higher Education, language policy, its and
why it’s important, an overview of the University of the Western Cape, language and
assessment and language in connection with cognition and emotion are discussed in depth. The
third chapter focuses on two theories that frame this study: Bourdieu’s concept of cultural

capital and Nancy Fraser’s notion of Social Justice.

The fourth chapter describes the methods employed in this study. This includes the research
approaches adopted, the participants, population size, and method of data analysis. In chapter
five this study looks at the results related to the first three research questions of this study, data
related to these research questionaries is analysed and answered according to their
corresponding questions. Lastly, inferences are made to answer question five based on the
results obtained in questions one to four. The sixth chapter discusses the research findings of
this study in relation to the literature and the theoretical framework. The last chapter, chapter
seven of this study, provides the conclusions, recommendations, and possible implications of

this study.



CHAPTER TWO:

LITERATURE REVIEW

2.0 Introduction

This chapter consists of three major sections. The first section looks at the recent studies on
multilingualism in South African Higher Education, and language policy in higher education
in South Africa by discussing language policy’s relationship with assessment, what language
policy means and its dimensions. The second section provides an overview of assessment, its
stages, and its types. The third section looks at the relationship that exists between language,
emotion, and cognition. This section unpacks language in relation to emotion, emotion in
relation to language, and emotion in relation to cognition. Lastly, a summary is provided by

reiterating the chapter’s main points.

2.1 Recent studies on multilingualism in South African Higher Education

According to Nomlomo and Katiya (2018), in the recent years past apartheid there has been a
shift in the student’s demographic with regards to racial and linguistic groups, but the language
policy practices and curricula in many institutions still reflect the colonial and apartheid
worldviews that promote white supremacy and dominance (Heleta, 2016). In their study
Nomlomo and Katiya (2018) also mention how the teaching and learning materials are still
largely prepared for (English) monolingual students (Hibbert, 2011) in higher education with
no provision for African languages which leads to low academic literacy skills where many
university students struggle with writing academic texts and understanding academic concepts
and terminology in their fields of study (Banda, 2006; Fisher & Scott, 2011) and others due to
such challenges tend to drop out or be academically excluded (Fisher & Scott, 2011). Although

multilingualism in teaching and learning has been explored in some of the universities in South



Africa, w few scholars advocating for it due to the benefits of multilingual teaching (Antia and
Dyers 2016; 2017; Banda 2010; Caroll and Sambolin Morales 2017; Madiba 2014; Makalela
2015; Mazak and Herbas-Donoso 2014), English and, until recently, Afrikaans were the
exclusive languages of teaching, learning and assessment for South African university students,

over 80% of whom are not at home in these languages (Alexander 2012).

Consequently, unlike multilingual teaching and learning, the debate around multilingual
assessment has received considerably less attention, especially the need to have different
language arrangements in assessment to improve students’ performances. One study that comes
close to the advocacy of having multilingual assessment is the study championed by Antia,
Weldemichael & Dyers (2021) which analyses the nexus of language, emotion, and cognition
in assessment. This study draws on the concepts of cultural capital, cognition, and emotion to
analyse students’ experience of a pilot project on multilingual assessment at a South African
university, namely, the University of the Western Cape. The core aim of the study is to
investigate how students experience both monolingual and multilingual assessment from the
standpoint of the cognition—emotion interface. What is important to add to the language
conversation about this study is that the topic of assessment should be considered separately
from teaching and learning. According to this study, “It cannot simply be assumed that students
taught multilingually can perform seamlessly when assessed monolingually, given concerns

with understanding questions and writing down answers,” (Ibid, 2021, p. 66).

This conversation that Antia, Weldemichael & Dyers (2021) have started with this study builds
on a study that Antia wrote in 2018 where he looked at testing and its ability to have negative

consequences on students where he argued that sometimes tests can be biased where something
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other than the intended construct is being measured (Frey 2015; Moss 1998; Gielen, Dochy &
Dierick 2003; Brown 2000; Yen 1998; Reckase 1998;); As a result, leading to the test being
fair and accurate to one group and not the other. Acknowledging the impact African languages
would have if they were used in assessment alongside English is important for this conversation
to move forward. Antia (2017) and Antia (2018) also mention that lack of proficiency in a
certain language affects the student’s ability to express themselves in that language or even
understand what is communicated to them and in turn affects their performance in such

assessment situations.

In Antia, Weldemichael & Dyers (2021)’s a study where students were given a major
assignment towards the end of the semester, students reflected on their experience of receiving
questions and instructions for tests and other assignments in Afrikaans, isiXhosa and English
and one student responded to say that they had to read the questions in IsiXhosa, after reading
it in English so that they can be able to thoroughly interpret what was asked of them in English.
This difficulty in interpreting content written in English does not only limit students in terms
of responding correctly but it also delays students when writing timed examinations and it leads
to most of the students either leaving blank spaces or not being able to complete the last sections
of the question paper because they ran out of time. In this study, learners also expressed
dissatisfaction with English at the input stage as a result of this the students ended up using
their home language together with English as a strategy to be able to understand and eventually

answer the question asked in the bilingual term test.

In a study that sought to address how ideology and literacy practices shape the responses of
students to an ongoing initiative at the University of the Western Cape, Antia and Dyers
(2016)’s study revealed that monolingual assessment can cause students to leave certain

answers blank because they do not understand a particular word and multilingual assessment



can help in such situations, increasing the student’s chances to succeed in such particular tests.
For instance, one student in this study did not understand what ‘truncated’ means and he needed
to know that keyword, in order to understand what kind of multilingualism that is in his term
test. He then used the version of the question paper that is written in Afrikaans and because of

the translation used in the Afrikaans version he was able to answer correctly.

Given the above account and many other dissatisfactions when it comes to monolingual
assessment, there has been an increase in language arrangements where the language of
teaching and learning is concerned. For example, the University of Free State is trying to
integrate African languages in teacher education at the School of Education; it has developed
multilingual tutorials for Health Speech and Occupational Health studies and is developing
these African languages for African research in historical studies. At the University of Cape
Town provisions were made for students in the Faculty of Humanities to submit essays and
assignments in a regional language of their choice (English, isiXhosa, or Afrikaans) or in a
mixture of languages. When it comes to their online resources, this university has made
multilingual texts and lesson plans available in isiXhosa and Afrikaans where appropriate. The
choice of this method according to Nkomo and Madiba (2011) was driven by the need of first-
year students who are not highly proficient in academic English, as well as requests by their
lecturers for this type of support. Part of this method included having some concepts in the
curriculum identified and developed in the home languages of the students. This was to ensure
that students for whom English is not a (first) language are afforded the opportunity of making

sense of key concepts in their home languages.

Similarly, observable language diversification practices range over several situations
depending on course of study at the University of Stellenbosch. For instance, lectures are in

Afrikaans but teaching and learning materials in both Afrikaans and English; lectures and
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teaching/learning materials in both languages; lectures in parallel English and Afrikaans
streams. Based on its strong ideological commitment to the retention of Afrikaans as medium
of instruction (MOI), Stellenbosch has recently introduced whispered interpreting (Van der
Walt 2013) to grant students from previously marginalized groups formal or institutional access
to sites of learning. But the University was criticised by scholars claiming that the use of
interpretation is no more than a symbolic gesture of accommodation, and it says nothing about
arrangements that are in place to ensure success. Although such a body of work exists in some
universities especially for teaching and learning, there seems to be a lack of practicality when
it comes to have African languages as the full participating languages in learning teaching and
assessment along with English in higher education and some scholars argue that language

policies in these universities have everything to do with that lack of implementation.

2.2 The language policy in higher education in South Africa

2.2.1 Language policy and its dimensions

Language policy has been defined by Shohamy (2006, p.45) as “the primary mechanism for
organising, managing and manipulating language behaviour as it consists of decisions made
about languages and their use in society”. In addition, Shohamy (2006) states that decisions
regarding the preferred languages that should be used, learned, taught, and legitimised are made
through language policies. A language policy has three dimensions: language policy as
discourse, language policy as text, and language policy as practice (Lo Bianco, 2009). Although
all the dimensions of language policy as discourse, text, and practice are interrelated, this study
focuses on language policy as a text. According to Lo Bianco (2009), when a language policy

is viewed as a text, the reference is to the language policy as an actual document.
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2.2.2 Why are language policies important?

Given the linguistic diversity of both South Africa and the country’s higher education system,
it is not surprising that language policies play a significant role in higher education. Consider,
for example, a report from Stats SA in 2018 showing that only 8% of South Africans speak
English as their home language. The remaining 92% speak some other language, including
isiZulu (32.1%), isiXhosa (21.2%), Sepedi (14.4%) and many other official languages. A look
at home language(s) by population groups shows that 92.1% of the Indian population speak
English at home; 77.4% of the Coloured population speak Afrikaans, and 20.1% English. Of
the White population group, more than 61.2% speak Afrikaans and 36.3% English. Lastly,
within the Black population group, only 13% speak English, with the remaining 87% speaking
other languages such as isiZulu (31.1%) and isiXhosa (18.2%), Sepedi (12.4%), Setswana
(11.1%), Sesotho (9.7%), Tshivenda (2.5%) and Ndebele (2%). Given the evidence above, it
is not surprising that language policies promote multilingualism at national and university
levels. In 2002, The Department of Education developed a language policy whose aim was to
promote multilingualism in different institutions (Mkhize, 2017). The now replaced language
policy for higher education of 2002 recommended that promoting African languages for use in
higher education requires, among other things, developing dictionaries and other teaching and
learning material, developing a multidisciplinary terminology bank through partnerships with
the Department of Arts and Culture. It was also expected that over time universities would
revise their language policies to promote the use of African languages for scholarship, teaching
and learning through collaborative programmes to promote the use of African languages
(Mkhize, 2017) and some universities such as the University of the Western Cape, University
of Cape Town, University of Venda and University of KwaZulu-Natal to mention a few have

developed these project as mentioned in the section before this one.
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There are about 26 public universities in South Africa and all these universities have developed
their language policies to promote multilingualism in their universities. However, some of
these language policies do not seem to speak fully about promotion of African languages
according to the specific domains of language use as suggested by Grin (2010. The five specific
domains of language use at universities include: languages taught as subjects; languages of
instruction; languages of research activities; languages of internal administration; and
languages of external communication. According to Grin (2010), These domains form the
language policy document’s main body in several Universities in South Africa (Antia and Van

der Merwe, 2019) But someuniversities do not cover all these aspects.

Through observation, one can argue that teaching, learning and external and internal
communication are common to most universities, whereas assessment is only mentioned in a
few (e.g. in the language policy of the University of the Western Cape and North-West
University). The policy of the University of the Western Cape is very explicit. It says:
“Regarding the languages used in the setting of tasks, assignments, tests and examinations,
English, Afrikaans and Xhosa should be used wherever it is practicable to do so” (Language
policy, 2003, p.1)1. The policy further states, “unless otherwise negotiated between a student
or a class and a lecturer, the language in which tasks, assignments, tests, and examinations
should be completed shall be English (Language policy, 2003, p.2).” But, according to Van de
Merwe (2022), it seems that by developing these language policies or by acknowledging
multilingualism, it was as if “having a policy [became] a substitute for action”, it was as if

transformation was achieved in the “act” of having a policy (Ahmed, 2012, p.11)

On the other hand, the policy of North-West University is quite vague (Ngwenya 2012). For

instance, concerning assessment, teaching and learning, the following is stated in the policy:
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“Multilingualism and the development and use of African languages in higher education must
contribute to the values of the NWU concerning inclusion and also to the quality of selected
degree programmes” (Language Policy NWU, 2018). According to Antia & Van de Merwe
(2019) and Stroud & Kerfoot (2013), university language policies tend to be vague and non-
committal regarding the promotion and use of African languages. Such tactics lead to official
languages other than English (such as IsiXhosa, IsiZulu, Sesotho sa Leboa, etc.) being given
little or no opportunities to serve as the languages of teaching, learning and assessment.
According to Antia and Van der Merwe (2019), not giving these languages opportunities to
serve as a medium of assessment and instruction leads to English dominating and little or no

commitment to multilingualism.

Where implementation is concerned, most of these universities promise to do multilingual work
in their policy document. However, little has been done when looking at the actual work,
especially where assessment is concerned. Even the Language Policy in Higher Education
(2002) which informed many of the language policy developments in South Africa only
mentioned that South African indigenous language can be used as the languages of instruction
when they have a reached a “level” where they can be used, however nothing concrete was
mentioned about assessment. Most of the language policies primarily claim “English as the
language of teaching, learning” while mentioning that teaching in other languages is viable in
their institution (Mutasa, 2015: 50). Mutasa’s (2015) study demonstrates this clearly regarding
both Rhodes and Stellenbosch universities, where indigenous African languages are said to be
available for, rather than being the medium of instruction. According to Stroud and Kerfoot’s
(2013, p. 11), language policies play a role in hindering the implementation of multilingualism
in universities by using “a discourse of language choice in situations that are considered marked

from the perspective of practicality, availability, or academic desirability.”
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Stroud and Kerfoot (2013)’s study shows that there is still a lack of commitment towards the
implementation process of these language policies. This has resulted in the goal of
transformation in higher education projects on multilingualism being set back (Kaschula,

2013), especially where assessment is concerned.

2.3 Overview of the University of the Western Cape

UWC is in the eponymous Western Cape Province of South Africa. It was established in 1959
through the instrument of the Extension of University Education Act of the same year, the
institution admitted the first set of students in 1960. This Act sought to widen participation in
higher education among its advantaged groups, but along strictly ethnolinguistic and racial
lines. Lalu (2012), has a different take on the Act, stating that the Act “foreclosed access by

indicating racial and ethnic identification” as admission criteria.

The University of the Western Cape was referred to as an ethnic or bush college as it was set
up for the coloured community during the apartheid-era classification of South African
universities (which continues to be used to this day with the modifying adverb ‘historically’
(Antia (2015). When it comes to language (English and Afrikaans) were the parameters for the
classification of the white universities, the category of black universities was something of a
misnomer that reflected some of the anomalies and contradictions of apartheid-era
classifications (Antia, 2015). Black became an umbrella term for Indian, coloured, and black
(Patten, 2001). Even when it comes to the interests of the apartheid era language policy which

lead to a differentiated picture of language's position in these institutions (Ibid, 2015).
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The language policy in the white universities arguably fulfilled all its three purposes aligned to
the worldview of the respective white Afrikaans and white English communities (Ibid, 2015),
but this was not the case for the so-called black universities where identities, following
Pavlenko and Blackledge (2004, 21), were imposed (ascribed) and assumed (accepted); but in
UWC, especially, set identities were strongly contested. UWC is a stellar example of the
illogicality of apartheid-era classification because it is a historically black university, created
for a coloured student clientele but from inception it employed a standard of Afrikaans
associated with white Afrikaners rather than the varieties commonly spoken in the coloured

community like Kaapse.

UWC was conceived as a dual-medium (Afrikaans, English) university. But according to
Garcia 2009 and Van der Walt (2013), English was tolerated in the context of several practices
that easily map onto contemporary models of bilingual communication in education. These
models, according to Antia, (2015) include preview—view-review (where a topic is introduced

in language A, the content presented in language B and a revision in language A).

UWC has evolved to become an institution open to all. Despite the multilingual nature
of its population, English is the de facto language of teaching, learning and assessment even

though the institution’s language policy recognises a role for other majority languages, namely,
isiXhosa and Afrikaans (Antia, 2019). In this research, although the whole class was invited to
participate via email, only 44 students participated in this study. Out of these, 30 students
participated in focus group discussions while fourteen students completed questionnaires. It
was important for this study to have isiXhosa, Afrikaans, and English language backgrounds
formed from the three racial groups: White, Black, and Coloured. Therefore, all the students

who participated in this study either have English, isiXhosa, or Afrikaans as their home
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language. The students were approached via email through the office of the registrar. After
they received information about the study and what was expected of them, the students

voluntarily participated.

2.4 Overview of assessment

In the educational context, assessment refers to the “processes in which evidence of learning is
collected in a planned and systematic way to make a judgement about student learning” (Claire
et al. 2014, p.1). An assessment may be conducted monolingually or multilingually. The
distinction between monolingual and multilingual assessment is that in the former case, only
one language is used - whether in preparation, initial stages such as reading questions or the
writing activity of that assessment. For example, the question paper is in one language, and
students are expected to think and write in that one language. Multilingual assessment involves
allowing test-takers to use all the features they have in their ‘integrated language system’ to
demonstrate what they know and can do with language (Garcia and Wei 2014; Otheguy et al.

2015; Shohamy 2011).

Multilingual assessment allows for an arrangement where different languages are available for
students to use in the preparation stages of assessment and during the assessment itself. The
languages are available for students to choose a familiar language or a language they feel they
have more excellent proficiency in to complete an exam. The most common type of assessment
in higher education is a monolingual assessment where only one language is made available
for the students to use in assessment, e.g., English. When multilingual students are tested

monolingually, especially in their weaker language, Antia (2018) calls this penal accountancy.
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2.4.1 Types of Assessment: formative vs summative

Monolingual and multilingual testing has been relatively researched as the two significant types
of testing (Claire et al., 2014). Just like the above, formative, and summative assessments have
been moderately researched. Formative assessment is helpful for feedback and substantial
learning gains for students. It includes all the activities undertaken by teachers or “students
who provide information to be used as feedback to modify the teaching and learning activities
in which they are engaged” (Ibid, 1998, p.7). Summative assessment happens at the end of a
learning experience to test whether the students grasped the topic or chapter covered (Gadner
and Gadner, 2012). It usually involves dominant student tasks such as presentations, extended
essays, and short comprehensions (Ibid, 2012). Both forms of assessment exert enormous stress
on students writing these examinations. More significantly, in certain stages of the summative
assessment, to a certain extent, some students even experience heightened anxiety which will

be explained later in this chapter.

2.4.2 Stages of assessment

Assessment has three stages: input stage, processing, and output stage. Antia, Weldemichael
and Dyers (2021) repurposed the stages of information processing from Zedner (1998) as the
model for the stages of assessment as input, process, and output stages. The input stage involves
attention or initial processing of what is required in an examination question paper. The
processing stage involves “remembering, reasoning or problem-saving in response to an input
that has been attended to” (Antia, Weldemichael and Dyers, 2001, p.4). In an output stage, “an

answer that is the culmination of previous processes is communicated” (Ibid, p.4).
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According to Heugh et al. (2016, p.12), students “use language (where applicable their entire
linguistic repertoire) to understand, double-check questions and to ease up anxiety in high stake
examinations.” This implies that linguistic competence is necessary for understanding in
several stages of assessment. For instance, students require competence in the examination
language to understand specific questions in the initial stage. For instance, if a student does not
know the difference between describing, distinguishing, or defining, they may answer that
question incorrectly. In the processing stage, for the student to recall the information they have
stored while preparing for the test, they need to remember the ideas they had studied regarding
that question (Paxton and Tyam, 2010). In the output stage, Antia, Weldemichael and Dyers
(2021) state that the reward or punishment comes at this stage where the linguistic and rhetoric

qualities are expected from each student answering these questions.

In the study by Antia, Weldemichael and Dyers (2021), it was found that the stage in which
students expressed the most difficulty was the input stage, where the students expressed
difficulty in understanding questions or instructions. Students who are comfortable with the
examination language may tend to do better because of their better understanding and clear
expression when writing these examinations. The above explanation clearly shows the
importance of the input stage because should the students not understand the vocabulary used
to write the questions, the students will not be able to interpret or recall what they studied in
preparation for the test, which will, in turn, affect the student performance scores (Zedner,

1998).
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2.5 Language, cognition, and emotion in assessment

2.5.1 Language and Cognition

Scholarship in psychology shows a significant connection between language and cognition.
Cognition is “the collection of mental processes and activities used in perceiving, learning,
remembering, thinking, understanding, and the act of using those processes” (Kellogg, 2013,
p.4). According to Kellogg (2013), mental processes work together. For Shell (1986), cognition
includes perceiving, recognising, conceptualising, learning, reasoning, problem-solving,
memory, and language. These components help learn in general (Shuell, 1986). For instance,
in the input stage, a student needs to reason and interpret language, and the brain is integral for
such mental processes. Particularly in the assessment context, Shuell (1986) states that these
processes include understanding, recalling, interpreting, and answering questions. When these
mental processes have worked together very well for a student writing assessment, the student
can write clearly and respond relevantly to the task at hand, which may increase their chances
of succeeding and getting their educational credentials. When a bilingual person uses one
language, the other language is active simultaneously (Kroll, 2008). This shows that in an
examination situation having two or more languages that the student is proficient in increases
the chances of that student understanding the task better and producing better results.
According to Marcz (2016, p.165), the advantages of a bilingual and multilingual brain include
“increased creativity, improved analytical skills, strengthened brain muscles and developed

native vocabulary”.

2.5.2 Language and Emotion
Clore, et al., (1988, p.367) state that emotion is “an internal mental state that is primarily
focused on affect,” where affect refers to the perceived positive or negative effect of something.

Emotion is said to have three dimensions, namely, physiological arousal, expressive
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behaviours, and conscious experience. According to Lindquist (2015), language plays a
supportive role in emotions. It is used to make meaning of the body’s sensations to the world
in each context. For instance, in the assessment context, when students are given questions in
examinations that they cannot understand even with the lecturer’s help, they tend to be anxious
(Lindquist, 2015). Test anxiety refers to the disposition of an individual to react with a wide-
ranging of “worry, intrusive thoughts, mental disorganisation, tension, and physiological

arousal when exposed to evaluative situations” (Suboti¢ and Marinkovi¢, 2018, p. 226).

The  explanation is that during an  assessment  situation,  students
“become distracted when they do not understand a particular question; sometimes, they feel
overwhelmed by emotions and deviate from the task at hand” (Ibid, 2018). Furthermore,
anxious individuals exhibit interpretation bias, “where ambiguous information and situations
are interpreted negatively, where they experience difficulty in generating alternative meanings
due to ongoing emotions (Crocker et al., 2013, p.3). Not understanding the language in which

assessment tasks are expressed can lead to anxiety and consequences.

2.5.3 Cognition and Emotion

Research in psychology shows that emotion and cognition cannot be separated (Gray et al.,
2002; Clore and Storbeck, 2007; Crocker et al., 2013; Swain, 2013). According to Gray et al.
(2002), emotion and cognition equally contribute to the control of thought, affect and
behaviour. For instance, once students believe that the examination is complex, it is easier to

have anxiety due to high emotions.

According to Clore and Storbeck (2007), emotion and cognition share the same brain area.

They operate interdependently. In other words, “emotion modulates and mediates basic
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cognitive processes” (Clore and Storbeck, 2007, p.10). For example, in an examination
situation, an overwhelmed student may be unable to understand a question or interpret the
question and leave the question without answering, decreasing the chances of succeeding in
that examination—the example given above shows a connection between emotions and
cognition. As Crocker et al. (2013) would say, positive emotion leads to a better thinking
process, while negative emotion leads to a distracting line of thinking. Antia, Weldemichael
and Dyers (2021) note that cognition and emotion are mutually enhancing and together, they
“yield an outcome greater than either of them alone.” (Del Rio and Alvarez 2002, 65). Emotion

and cognition [are] as partners in the mind” (Ledoux 1996, 25).

“Emotional experiences are ubiquitous ... even critical in academic settings, as emotion
modulates virtually every aspect of cognition” Tyng et al (2017, pl). Therefore, tests,
examinations, homework, and deadlines are associated with different emotional states that
encompass frustration, anxiety, and boredom.” Of course, this is a slanted view, as emotions
can also be of a more positive kind. Reading language into Okon-Singer et al.’s (2015) account
of the interaction of cognition and emotion, it is evident that excitement over the linguistic
features of a test, just as well as frustration, can influence attention; distracting emotional cues

negatively affect the working memory.

2.6 Chapter summary

This chapter discussed the relationship between assessment, language, UWC, policy, and
cognition. The first section in this chapter looks at the recent studies of multilingualism in
South Africa, a discussion on language policy, its dimensions, importance follows in the next
section of this study, part of the discussion on the importance of language policy also looks at

social class being the cause of educational inequality in higher education, The third section in
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this study looks at assessment and it reveals that little research had been done regarding the
language factor in assessment. The last section of this chapter argued that language, cognition,
and emotion are interrelated and inseparable. The next chapter discusses the theories that guide

and ground this research.
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CHAPTER THREE:

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

3.0 Introduction

The discussion in this chapter centres around the theories that guide this research. They include
cultural capital as theorised by Bourdieu and social justice as theorised by Nancy Fraser. The
cultural capital lens helps the researcher unpack the inequalities in assessment due to class
differences in our societies. The contribution of this research towards a better understanding of
how this inequality may lead to differential impact as far as assessment is concerned. A social
justice lens in this research justifies a broad societal/institutional response, which is what the
language policy-related objective of this research seeks to respond to. The chapter starts with
cultural capital, its forms, and its application in assessment. After that, this chapter looks at
social justice with the main focus on the cultural dimension as it relates much to this research's
discussion. Lastly, this chapter looks at how injustices experienced by certain groups can be

addressed in the educational context.

3.1 Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital

Pierre Bourdieu developed the capital theory to expand the capital category to accommodate
culture, primarily symbolic resources, and linguistic capital. Cultural capital is defined as
“symbolic resources or goods that are transmitted from generation to generation among the
middle and upper classes to maintain class status” (Bourdieu (1977a, p.17). Bourdieu (1986)
argued that students who come from the middle and upper classes enter the university spaces
embodying forms of capital that are an asset to their success, thus “giving them an advantage

in dealing with challenges of an academic environment” (Tzanakis, 2011, p.77).
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Cultural capital has three forms: embodied state, objectified state and institutionalised state
(Bourdieu, 1977). In its embodied state, cultural capital refers “to the knowledge, skills,
manners and experiences in which individuals are socialised in high-class homes, and that serve
as a distinct social badge” (Antia, Weldemichael and Dyers, 2021, p3). The prediction is that,
in an educational context, students who possess this (embodied) form of cultural capital are
more likely to succeed than those who do not (Antia, Weldemichael and Dyers, 2021). In its
objectified state, cultural capital refers to the material objects in cultural goods such as books
and dictionaries that an individual may acquire and associate with cultural capital (Bourdieu,
1986). The prediction is that the cultural capital in its objectified state is transmissible in its
materiality (Ibid, 1986). In its institutionalised state, cultural capital refers to the recognition
received from institutions through educational degrees or certifications (lbid, 1986). The
prediction is that academic qualification makes it possible to compare qualification holders and
exchange them by substituting the degree holder for another in succession. The prediction is

that possessing academic qualifications guarantees a given intellectual capital (Ibid, 1986).

The cultural capital relevant in this research is the embodied cultural capital, as it looks at
linguistic resources, knowledge, skills, manners, and experiences needed to succeed in higher
education. The linguistic resources in an examination situation constitute linguistic capital.
Sullivan (2001, p.893) clarifies that linguistic capital is “the ability to understand and use
‘educated’ language”. The linguistic capital is particularly significant in this research as it
favours those students from the privileged classes and places those from a low socio-economic
background at a disadvantage (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990). The prediction is that a student
who possesses the linguistic capital in an assessment situation has a certain amount of
proficiency in the medium of assessment which will help that student to be able to understand
what is required in that test. It also means that the student will communicate with the lecturer
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should a need arise. The absence of this capital means that the students from a low socio-
economic background are at a disadvantage as they must rely on the little knowledge they have
of the language of instruction which in most cases is their second language. Consequently,

these students tend to avoid asking questions as they fear embarrassment from their classmates.

This study is about understanding the effects of (modifying) the embodied cultural/linguistic
capital on students within assessment contexts at the University of the Western Cape. It may
be recalled, for instance, that the first two objectives dealt with determining how different
language arrangements in assessment impede or enhance the students’ academic performance
and determining if the medium of assessments produces different effects on students with

different ethnolinguistic backgrounds.

3.2 Social justice theory

Social justice is another crucial lens for framing this study because both the statistics and some
of the literature reviewed earlier show that the impact of assessment can be seen, not just in
terms of individual students but also as a question of inequality in society. A social justice lens
justifies a broad societal/institutional response, which is what the language policy-related
objective of the proposed research seeks to answer. According to Fraser, social justice requires
“social arrangements that permit all to participate as peers in social life” (Fraser, 1998, p.27).
Fraser (2009) identifies three dimensions of social justice, namely, economic (distribution and
maldistribution), cultural (recognition and nonrecognition) and political dimension

(representation and misrepresentation). These three dimensions are intertwined.
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The economic dimension seeks a more just distribution of resources and goods. Distribution
claims are about addressing the reality of people being prevented from full participation as
equals by economic structures. Issues of redistribution or maldistribution in South African
higher education may include lack of funding for the disadvantaged children from the lower
classes whose ability to obtain the education they desire may be hindered by the lack of

financial support.

The political dimension is concerned with people’s social belonging, who counts as a
community member or who is excluded from the community in terms of participation.
Misrepresentation happens when some community members are wrongly denied the possibility

of participating as equals with others on social integration.

According to Fraser (1997, p.13), the cultural dimension “has recently attracted political
philosophers who want to develop a new paradigm of justice that puts recognition at its centre.”
Fraser (1997) sums up the cultural paradigm as recognition/non-recognition. This dimension
addresses the cultural and symbolic injustices, “where a certain culture is rendered invisible
through authoritative representational, communicative, and interpretive practices of one’s
culture” (Fraser, 1997, p.14). In other words, recognition claims are about how people are
represented in education, the media, and politics and how they are treated in social life.
Recognising a language is essential because it is through a language that one gets to express

themselves.

Research (Antia, 2017; Garcia, 2009; Rossouw, 2017; Angu, 2019) highlights the importance

to recognise students’ home languages in higher education due to the benefits that come with

it, such as understanding questions during an examination, students asking freely when they do
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not understand and better expression and better academic performance. While nonrecognition
leads to students being afraid of revealing the extent of their ignorance by throwing a
smokescreen of vagueness over the possibility of truth or error” (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977,
p.114). Nonrecognition of languages or one’s culture is “discriminatory. It goes against what
social justice stands for. Denying a person, the status of a full partner in social interaction
makes them feel unwanted and unworthy of respect or esteem” (Fraser, 2000, pp.113-114).
When South Africa’s higher education focuses on the language question and how language
perpetuates a system of social injustice in South Africa’s higher education, the issue of

nonrecognition and exclusion of certain languages always flies under the radar.

Recognition of language in South Africa’s higher education sector may address participation.
In the University of the Western Cape, English is actively recognised as the language of
instruction and assessment. In contrast, isiXhosa and Afrikaans are only recognised as the
languages of instruction and assessment where possible, in the university’s language policy
document but not practised in the classroom or assessment. In other words, misrecognising
these languages (IsiXhosa and Afrikaans) somehow prevents the students who speak to them
as home languages from fully participating in academic activities as it makes them feel they do

not belong.

At the heart of Fraser’s paper is how to dismantle injustices buried in our communities and
address nonrecognition patterns that lead to some groups not participating as full members of
our society. Her discussion aims to dismantle these social institutions by changing “the
interaction-regulating values that impede parity of participation at all relevant institutional

sites” (Fraser, 2000, p.115).
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3.3 Chapter Summary

This chapter first centred around the (embodied) cultural capital and its role in students’
educational achievement. The possession of cultural capital, e.g., linguistic capital, gives a
necessary advantage for a student to succeed. In contrast, the absence of that capital
disadvantages a student. In the second part of this chapter, the discussion revolved around the
importance of redressing issues related to injustice, marginalisation of certain languages, e.g.,
African Languages. This discussion on social justice also revealed how far the education

system in South Africa is from achieving social justice, especially in academic assessment.
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CHAPTER FOUR:

METHODOLOGY

4.0 Introduction

This chapter describes the methodology employed in this study. Section 4.1 presents the
research design chosen for this study. Section 4.2 presents the participants and sampling
methods used. While section 4.3 looks at the type of data collected for this study and the
processes involved for this data to be collected. Section 4.4 looks at the data analysis methods

used in this study.

4.1 Research design

A research design is an overall strategy a researcher chooses to integrate the different
components of the study coherently and logically by ensuring that the research problem is
effectively addressed and the research constitutes a blueprint for the collection, measurement,
and analysis of the data (De Vaus, 2006). A mix of qualitative and quantitative research
methods was adopted in this study. Burns and Grove (1993, p.39) define quantitative research
as “a formal, objective, systematic process to describe and test relationships and examine cause
and effect interactions among variables.” On the other hand, a qualitative approach is defined
as “the form of systematic empirical inquiry into meaning” (Shank, 2002, p.2). Researchers
make use of the qualitative approach to obtain complete descriptions of events. Both
guantitative and qualitative data were used to address the first three research objectives in this
study. The qualitative aspect involved eliciting data through open-ended questionnaires that
students answered concerning their experiences of a term test they wrote. While the
guantitative aspect involved counting how many students experienced monolingual or

multilingual language arrangements to have more or less impact on assessment.
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Complementary data came from focus group discussions where students elaborated on their
experience of the term test. Findings from analysing the above data also constituted inferred

data for the final research question on language policy.

4.2 Participants and sampling method

This study used students from the University of the Western Cape who enrolled in the Arts and
Humanities Faculty in the class of 2019 as third-year students doing the language and
communication studies module known as the Multilingualism in Society and Education
(LCS311). Participants were purposefully selected in this study. According to Palinkas et al.
(2015), purposeful sampling is a technique used to identify and select information-rich cases
by selecting specific individuals or groups knowledgeable about a study's interests. In this
research, purposeful sampling was used to select students based on their linguistic
backgrounds, namely: Afrikaans, English and isiXhosa home language group, and a group of
students who had experienced different language arrangements in assessment contexts. This
was done to ensure that the selected group is information-rich and knew what was asked in the

questionnaire.

4.3 Data type and data collection process

The data that was required for this study includes primary data from focus group discussions
as well as from questionnaires. This data is obtained from students who did LCS 311 module.
This module was selected because the lecturers in charge of this module have been providing
lecture materials and assessments multilingually for several years. In the question paper for the
term test prepared in three languages (English, IsiXhosa and Afrikaans) students shared their
experiences of lecture materials and assessments being provided multilingually. Students were
also allowed to write their answers in any three languages or any combination thereof in this

study. This multilingual assessment was used as a sample as part of the study’s attempt to
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investigate the impact of different language arrangements on students’ performance in

assessment situations.

The data gathered through questionnaires was meant to help with objective three of this study
which sought to determine if the assessment medium produces different effects on students
with different ethnolinguistic backgrounds. In comparison, the data obtained from focus group
discussion was intended to help with objectives one and two. Objective one sought to determine
how, if at all, different language arrangements in assessment impede or enhance the students’
academic performances, and the second objective sought to determine if there are stages of the
assessment process at which different language arrangements are experienced as having more
or less impact. After these objectives were answered, this study made inferences to answer the
last objective, which aimed to determine what provisions an adequate language policy for

assessment in multilingual higher education should incorporate.

The questionnaires were emailed to students using Google Form links. They were sent through
the office of the registrar. Students received a link on their emails inviting them to follow the
link and complete the questionnaire if they were willing to participate in this study. The
questionnaires consisted of close-ended (multiple choice) questions and open-ended
(short/long-answer) questions. Multiple-choice questions were asked to obtain information
such as which language(s) the students used in the different stages of assessment (input/output),
while the open-ended questions were intended to allow students to elaborate much on their
experience of the test. A total of 14 students participated in completing the questionnaires. The

questionnaire was first piloted and was found helpful for this study.
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Focus group discussions were conducted via zoom where 30 students took part and provided
the much-needed data related to objectives one and two of this study. The sessions on Zoom
were recorded and were later transcribed before they were analysed for the purpose of this
study. The facilitator ensured that there was order in how students answered questions by
encouraging students who preferred to write their answers down to do so, and most students
opted to do so while a few students answered during the meeting. Students who did not
understand specific questions were encouraged to ask and provided explanations. The purpose
of this study was explained during this meeting so that students who want to withdraw can do
so before the meeting starts. The meeting lasted for 60 minutes, with 15 minutes set aside for
questions, 30 minutes for discussion, and 15 minutes for submitting scripts for the students
who wrote down their information. The students in the focus group discussions were
encouraged to elaborate on their answers fully and go beyond the scope should they feel the

need to do so.

The data obtained from the focus group discussions were combined with the data obtained from
questionnaires to answer the objectives of this study. The students in the focus group
discussions and questionnaires were asked the following questions: a mix of close-ended and
open-ended questions to get the students’ full experiences without limiting them. The questions
in the questionnaire were simple and straightforward to avoid language being the barrier of

communication for students to express themselves clearly (See Appendix A).

4.4. Data analysis method
Thematic analysis was used in identifying patterns both in the questionnaire responses
(objective 1) and the focus groups (objectives 2 and 3). Thematic analysis involves going

through data to identify and to analyse patterns, but the process involves interpreting what
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belongs to a unit, so that ultimately the units feed into the themes that provide a basis for

determining if there are patterns.

According to Braun and Clarke (2006), there are several stages in thematic analysis: (i) reading
the data to familiarise oneself with it and making notes/underlining potentially interesting
points; (ii) applying an initial set of codes, e.g. anxious about passing, confidence that language
is not a problem, etc.; (iii) finding themes by bringing together codes that seem to go together
and giving them a topic name, e.g. language as obstacle for cognition, negative emotion; (iv)
quality checks on the themes by verifying if the suggested themes really fit the codes; (v)
finalising by defining re/naming the themes. For objective 3 of this study three stages of
assessment were analysed (initial stage/input stage; processing stage and output stage). The
theory used to analyse the different stages of assessment is repurposed by Antia, Weldemichael
and Dyers (2021) from Zedner 1998, which can be seen in the literature review under the theme

stages of assessment.

For objective 4, the researcher drew inferences from the above objectives to suggest sample

ideas for language policy provisions dealing with assessment.
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CHAPTER FIVE:

RESULTS

5.0 Introduction

This chapter presents the results of the study at hand. As mentioned in Chapter one, the main
aim of this study was to examine students’ experiences of different language arrangements in
assessment situations. The study's specific objectives were the following. Firstly, to determine
how, if at all, different language arrangements in assessment impede or enhance students’
academic performance. Secondly, to determine how, if at all, the medium of assessment
produces different effects on students with different ethnolinguistic backgrounds. Thirdly, to
determine whether there are stages of the assessment process at which different language
arrangements are experienced as having more or less impact. Lastly, to determine what
provisions an adequate language policy for assessment in multilingual higher education should

incorporate. The results concerning each of these four objectives are presented in this chapter.

5.1 How, if at all, do different language arrangements in assessment impede or enhance
students’ academic performance?
This study found that the students’ academic performance differs depending on the language
arrangements provided in assessment situations. On the one hand, it was found that
monolingual arrangements impede students’ performances. One finding was that monolingual
assessment forces students to repeatedly read specific instructions or questions (or parts
thereof) when they do not understand them immediately, thereby spending more time than they
would if a version in another language were provided to consult. For example, consider the

following report by one of the participants in this study:
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Participant 5: | had to read the instructions in English over and over to make sense of the
questions. | tried to figure out the answers to the questions to answer them
accordingly. However, once | failed to answer the question, I checked the

Afrikaans question paper, and | better understood what was expected.

Reading one question repeatedly in the examination may result in the students not completing
the entire question paper or rushing through questions to complete the question paper on time.
Running through questions may negatively affect students as they might miss important details

or specific instructions that may contribute to them answering the questions correctly.

Regarding monolingual examinations impeding students’ academic performance, another
finding was that monolingual arrangements in assessment could have a negative effect on
students’ emotions. Among others, such arrangements can make students nervous, cause them
to panic, and heighten their anxiety when they do not entirely understand what is asked of them
in a particular question. For instance, about their experience in an English-only assessment

situation, two of the participants reported as follows:

Participant 30: | felt a bit confused, and I thought I would not answer the questions/ or
instructions when 1 did not understand the English only question paper.

Participant 11: The fact that | did not understand the meaning of the word in English made me

anxious as | [was] worried that | would answer the question incorrectly.

This confirms what Crocker et al. (2013) explain when they say that anxiety in testing situations
may lead students to negatively interpret the information and situations or have trouble

generating alternative meanings due to the ongoing emotions.
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On the other hand, this study found that multilingual arrangements enhance students’
performances. They do so by positively impacting students in understanding instructions and

questions. For example, consider the report by the following two participants:

Participant 9: | read the instructions or/and questions in both English and Afrikaans to
understand the questions or instructions much better and thoroughly.

Participant 1: I first read the questions in English, then again in IsiXhosa, my mother tongue.
| understood the question better as | understand isiXhosa more than any other

language.

Complete understanding of what is asked of you in a question paper is an essential step in
assessment because it means that you are already in a good place to think about the answer to
the question. If you are a student who studied thoroughly, you will know exactly what the
answer to the questions is, and you will be able to recall what you have learned around the

information required of you.

Another finding was that multilingual examination positively affects students by allowing them
to express themselves in a language they are comfortable with. In this study, some students
used their mother tongue in an instance or two to convey what they could not express in

English. See the following reports by Participant 6 and Participant 4:

Participant 6: [W]hen I was given a choice to answer in Afrikaans, which is my home language,
| could express myself better. Not only was | able to express myself better but

mixing the two languages was very beneficial as some words that |1 sometimes
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forget to spell correctly in English I could replace with the Afrikaans

translation, and that I found very helpful.

Participant 4: | used these two languages as code-switching and code-mixing because
sometimes | forget some words in English but | will never forget the words in
my own language. And the other thing is, | was able to explain thoroughly with

my understanding of the terms.

This shows that sometimes students know what is expected of them in a particular question,
and they have the answers to the questions that are asked, but the problem becomes finding the
words to explain in the language that is used in a particular examination what they want to put

across.

The third finding was that students felt that having multilingual language arrangements made
them feel comfortable and confident since they were provided with an opportunity to use their
mother tongue, a familiar language. The students also expressed that being offered a language

they know made them interested in assessment. See the following examples:

Participant 12: | used Afrikaans more because | felt more comfortable explaining myself in
Afrikaans, and | usually struggle to find the correct English words when | am
answering in English.

Participant 24: Having proficiency in English and Afrikaans allowed me to respond in
Afrikaans in some instances and not because | could not construct the sentences
in English, but because it felt nice to have the option of responding to the exam

paper in my mother tongue.

These findings suggest that students who used the second language English speakers’

version(s) of the question paper as aid had a better chance of passing the exam than students
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with limited proficiency in English who used the English only version of the question paper,
which goes to show that having different language arrangements in assessment can better

improve the student’s experiences in each examination.

5.2 How, if at all, does the medium of assessments differently affect students from
different ethnolinguistic groups in South African higher education?

This research found that the medium of assessments differently affects students depending on

their ethnolinguistic background. It was found that the students from second language English

home language backgrounds were affected negatively by the monolingual language

arrangement in assessment, while first language English speakers were positively affected by

the monolingual language arrangement. For example, consider the following reports by these

two participants.

Participant 7: English is not my home language. It was always difficult for me to adjust at
university as I did everything in Afrikaans at my previous school. Assessment in

Afrikaans, a language that | fully understand, made me feel good.

Participant 15: | felt like I was not consulting my dictionary enough, and I thought that I must
have many English-speaking friends to understand English used in tests and the

classroom.

It was found that, unlike first language English speakers, the second language English speakers
who write the monolingual examinations in higher education must read the questions in
English, translate them in their minds to a language they understand before answering any
given question because English is not their mother, for example, consider the following report

by Participant 3:
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Participant 3: | think I could explain them better in my language as | have first to understand
the question in my mother tongue then translate to English when writing, so I used
isiXhosa where | felt I could explain a question clearly in my language without

trying to put it in English.

This process takes time and makes second language English speakers invest twice the effort of

first language English speakers when writing the same examination.

The second language English speakers students writing English-only assessments admitted that
they were not confident with their answers or understanding of specific questions because they
had limited proficiency in English, and they needed a language they fully understood to make
sense of some of the questions in the term test. Consider the following report by Participant 13

and Participant 5:

Participant 13: | felt like I did not know English well, and | was uncomfortable, especially since
it is not my home language.

Participant 5: | read the instructions in both English and Afrikaans over and over to make sense

of the questions. To try and figure out what the answer are to the questions and

answer it accordingly.

However, this was not the case for the first language English speakers who wrote the
monolingual assessment as they felt that it was customary to write an assessment in English.
See the following examples:

Participant 16: | did not need to read the questions and instructions in Afrikaans and isiXhosa

because | understood the instructions and questions clearly after reading them.
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Participant 9: Because the instructions might be clear enough to understand by only reading it
in English only. And given the fact that we always do most of our test in English

it became a norm to only read what is written in English.

Participant 17: I did not consult any other languages besides English because | am able to

comprehend English the best when reading, writing, listening and speaking since it my home
language and | was taught in school to mainly use English when approaching

an exam or test.

This means that this group of students do not have to waste time understanding the question by
translating between languages. For them, a monolingual language arrangement with English
only is convenient as it does not waste their time. It is easy to understand what is being asked

of you after reading the sentence once.

First language English speakers find the monolingual language arrangement a positive practice
because they are comfortable writing in the language as they have been speaking the language
for so many years. See the following excerpt:

Participant 21: | used English because it is what | am used to. I have done it for 15 years.
Participant 18: | used English because it is my home language, which is my most robust

language to communicate.

Whereas the second language English speakers expressed that having the multilingual language
arrangements offered them an opportunity to understand better questions they did not know in

the English only version of the question paper. It made them think carefully about what was
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expected of them in a particular question. Consider the following reports from the two

participants below:

Participant 4: | read the instructions in English, and then | consulted the isiXhosa version to
understand the question/ the instructions more straightforwardly in my native
language.

Participant 1: Sometimes, reading something in your native language sheds more light than

reading it in your second language. This was the case with the term test for me.

Having multiple language arrangements makes questions clearer or understandable for

participants, but it also makes students think about what is asked in a particular question.

This research also found that second language English speakers who wrote using the
multilingual language arrangement clarified some questions that were not easy to comprehend

in English. Consider the following excerpt:

Participant 4: | felt a little confused [when I read the English version]. Hence, | decided to read

that question in isiXhosa, my mother tongue.

This participant shows how language arrangements or having access to more than one language
can help with the confusion one gets in exams. Having access to the different language
arrangements for this participant helped ease her mind, and it gave her the certainty and

understanding of what the question required before she attempted to answer.
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It was also found that second language English speakers who wrote under the multilingual

language arrangement benefited from it as they could express themselves in any language of

their choice between IsiXhosa and Afrikaans. For example, consider the two reports below:

Participant 3: | also used isiXhosa in questions. I could explain them better in my language as
one first understands the question in their mother tongue then translates to
English when writing, so | used isiXhosa, where | felt | could explain a question
clearly in my home language without trying to put it in English.

Participant 14: My reason for using English and Afrikaans is that I could not remember certain
English words to express myself, but | knew the Afrikaans translations of them,

which is why | used Afrikaans and English.

This shows that the second language English speakers who used the multilingual language
arrangements felt like the language arrangements positively impacted their performance in this

research.

It was found in this research that the students with English as their first language, including
students from other countries doing this module, felt that there was no need to consult with the
multilingual language arrangements as they do not understand these languages entirely. In this
study, it was also found that there was a participant who spoke Afrikaans but felt that his
proficiency in Afrikaans would not take him far. As a result, he only consulted the English only
version of the question paper. See the following response for your consideration below:
Participant 29: | read the instructions in English only for the mere fact that I cannot read
Afrikaans that well and | cannot read isiXhosa, or neither can | understand

isiXhosa.
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This shows that the multilingual language arrangements were not beneficial to some students
not because of language attitudes or anything but due to limited proficiency even in languages

that are supposedly their home languages.

This study also revealed that African languages like isiXhosa and Afrikaans have the potential
to help translate what is conveyed in English into simple terms. See the following excerpts:

Participant 12: I used English and isiXhosa, because isiXhosa also helped me translate some
words to simply terms. For example, Words like zichaphazela ukusetyenziswa kweelwimi
ezininzi, Cacisa unike imizekelo yendlela ezi-dimmensions zichaphazela ngayo indlela zozibini

zokusetyenziswa kweelwimi ezininzi. And | could understand what I had to describe.

When it comes to this objective it was also found that some students when they are answering
the term tests or high-stake examinations they are also thinking about the reader or the lecturer
marking their scripts if they will understand when they write in their home language. This is
something that should not happen considering the resources set aside for multilingual

education. See for example, the following excerpts:

Participant 19: | did not consult any other languages besides English because | am able to

comprehend English the best when reading, writing, listening and speaking since it my home

language and | was taught in schools to mainly use English when approaching an exam or test.

Participant 23: The reason why | did not consult the other languages is because | do not
understand it and it would not be a good decision if | had consulted in those languages | do

not understand.
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Participant 21: In the LCS311 mid-term test | read the instructions in English only for the mere
fact that |1 cannot read Afrikaans that well and | cannot read isiXhosa or neither can |

understand isiXhosa.

5.3 At what stage/s, if any, of the assessment process do the different language
arrangements get experienced as having more impact or less impact on student’s
academic performances?

With respect to this question, which relates to the third objective of this study, it was found that

it is in the input stage and the processing stage where students experienced the difference in

the medium of assessments having more impact on their academic performances. It may be
recalled from the explanation in Chapter Two with reference to the stages of assessment that
the initial stage is the stage of assessment where students make sense or interpret the questions
in an examination to answer the question. This is a crucial stage of the assessment because
when students understand precisely what is asked, they will start thinking about what they

studied regarding the question asked in an examination.

The finding consistently was that second language English speakers often get stuck in the initial
stage when they do not understand a particular word or the whole sentence asked in the question
paper. Participants were asked if there were any words they did not understand in the test and
what they did when they did not understand the word (s), phrase (s), or sentence within the

examination. Consider the following reports by two of the participants in this study:

Participant 17: I did not understand the word ‘elicit’ in question five... Immediately, [ was

anxious, and | had to ask the lecturer/ invigilator what that question meant
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because English was the only language | knew from the three languages

provided.

Participant 3: | first read the questions in English, but I did not understand what was asked.
Then again, | read in IsiXhosa, which is my mother tongue. | did so to
understand the question better as | understand isiXhosa more than any other
language.

Both participants admitted getting stuck in the input stages of assessment. Participant 17 asked

the invigilator to explain what the question wanted because she did not understand the language

arrangements provided.

In monolingual language arrangements, second language English speakers writing exams often
find themselves in the same position that participant 17 found herself in. Other students who
experience what participant 17 experienced tend to shy away from asking the invigilators due
to the fear of being embarrassed as they may not be confident in their proficiency in the
language. In this research, second language English speakers who had trouble with a question
did not worry or waste time interpreting the questions, but they consulted the alternative

language they were comfortable with and completed the questions successfully.

Second language English speakers who participated in this study shared that when it comes to
the input stages in a monolingual examination, they experienced confusion, lack of
understanding, and had to read the questions repeatedly to understand the questions better. As
mentioned above, participant 17 shared that she read the instructions and questions in English
but came across a word that she did not understand in the English language, which made her

unable to move on from the question.
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It was found in this study that the first language English speakers who only wrote using the
English only version of the question paper felt that this was the only way of writing they were
accustomed to it. They did not think that consulting a version in another language would have

helped them do better in the assessment. Consider looking at the following example:

Participant 25: The reason for reading the English questions was that it was the language that

| could relate to and understand.

For objective three, this study found that second language English speakers who wrote the test

with multilingual language arrangements expressed positive feedback regarding the processing

stage, whereas most experienced negative input in the monolingual arrangement. For example,

consider the following report:

Participant 10: | read the instructions in English and then consulted the IsiXhosa version as |
did not understand what was said in English. Reading the questions in my native

language made the question clearer. | knew what was expected.

Participant 1: | used those language as they are the main two languages | use, mostly | write
in English however | also used isiXhosa in questions I think I could explain them
better in my language as one first understand the question in their mother
tongue then translate to English when writing so | used isiXhosa where | felt |
could explain a question clearly in my own language without trying to put it in
English.

Participant 15: | am familiar with both languages and | read the instructions in both languages,

because | was able to read and understand both versions. It also allowed me to respond in

Afrikaans in some instances and not because I couldn’t construct the sentences in English, but

because it felt nice to have the option of responding to the exam paper in my mother tongue.
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When it comes to the output stage of assessment in monolingual language arrangements and
multilingual language arrangements, it was found that many students experience less impact

than they did in the processing stage of assessment.

To find out how many students writing this term test read the instructions and questions in

which languages. We asked students the following question:

5. In the LCS311 mid-term test, in which language(s) did you read the instructions and questions in
the question paper?

14 responses

@ English only
@ IsiXhosa only
Afrikaans only
@ English + Afrikaans
@ English + IsiXhosa
@ English + Afrikaans + isiXhosa

When it comes to the input stage data obtained from the questionnaire, it was found that out of
the 14 students who completed the questionnaire, 57.1 % of the student population which
translates to more than half of the students who participated in this study used English only to
read the instruction or questions in this study but it was also found that 35.7% of the students
which is over a quarter of this student population read the instruction in English and IsiXhosa
and the least number of students who participated in this study constituting 8.2% read the

questions and instruction in English and Afrikaans.

When it comes to the processing stage, the population that completed the questionnaire was
asked if there were any words, phrases they did not understand in the term test. 85.7% of the

students who participated in this group shared that there were no phrases or words they did not
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understand and the remaining 14.3% admitted that there were words or phrases they did not

understand in the term test.

Out of fourteen students who answered the questionnaire, 64.3% of the students, which is over
a half of the student population told us that they used English only when writing their answers
in the term test. 21,4% of the students told us that they used English and isiXhosa, while the
remaining 14,3% shared that they used English and Afrikaans to write their answers on this
particular term test. Considering the below pie chart and the evidence shown by the students in
the focus group discussions through their answers it is without a doubt that only a few students
among these three ethnolinguistics group use English to write their answers due to some of the

factors listed in objectives one and two.

9. What language(s) did you make use of in writing your answers to the mid-term test? [NB: If you

mixed even a single word from isiXhosa while writ...it means you have used both English and isiXhosa]
14 responses

@ English only
@ Afrikaans only
IsiXhosa only
@ English + Afrikaans + IsiXhosa
@ English + Afrikaans
® English + IsiXhosa

Be that as it may, almost all the students who answered this question gave positive feedback

on the follow up question that we asked which reads as follows:
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8. In the mid-term test question paper, were there any English words, phrases, etc., which you did

not understand (in the instructions or the questions section).
14 responses

® Yes
® No

Students who answered the questionnaire provided by the researcher were also asked what their
opinion was concerning the efforts made in LCS311 to provide you with multilingual
instructions and questions as well as to allow you write your answers in any one or in a
combination of Afrikaans, English, and isiXhosa and the response was very positive.
Participant 4: Its brilliant

Participant 1: | think it is very beneficial to all the students.

Participant 14: | think it is a good initiative. All modules at UWC should implement the
languages that LCS 311 made arrangements for.

Participant 3: | think that it gives every individual's the ability to read and write in the language
they felt comfortable in.

Participant 2: | think it's a good start to normalizing other languages and realizing that not
everyone is able to express what they want to say in English and using other languages helps
them to get that across and hopefully to do better in the exams.

Participant 11: | highly appreciate the effort made in LCS 311, it allowed students from
different language backgrounds to answer their test with confidence and with thorough

understanding
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Participant 7: | am happy that many can understand the instructions fully as well as feel more

comfortable and relaxed when doing the exam in my mother tongue.

This group of students was then asked if this initiative should be continued or discontinued and
100% or all the students said that this initiative should be continued. While highlighting that
some of the reasons why it should continue is because it enables students to understand the
course material better, have a better understanding of the coursework and how it applies it when
writing exams, or when completing an assignment; It gives the students the privilege to choose
what language to use is very beneficial as it increases their understanding, and in turn their
results. One of the students said that it must continue because it makes the learning process so
much easier. Another student shared that this initiative gives other languages the recognition it
deserves and gives students a chance to do better academic wise being allowed to use a home

language they're comfortable with communicating in.

5.4 What provisions should an adequate language policy for assessments in higher
education environment contain?
The literature reviewed in this study revealed that the language policies in higher education
often hinder the implementation of multilingualism in universities where language policy
planners use a vague discourse of language choice to avoid being accountable. Considering the
results of this study, the current languages arrangement in assessment impedes the student’s
academic performance as the second language English speakers who participated in this study
expressed that this kind of assessment makes them nervous and confused. They tend to waste
time processing some questions instead of moving on to the following questions. This is
somewhat concerning because most of the South African higher education students come from

second language English backgrounds.
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Firstly, African languages are not allowed to be the languages of assessment to aid in
assessment. This study suggests that a multilingual language arrangement where at least two
official languages other than English are offered as an aid in assessment would significantly
enhance students’ performance. A multilingual arrangement that will cater for the majority of
students in each university should be prioritised. For example, in the University of the Western
Cape, the languages that would be recommended considering the language profile of the

province would be Afrikaans and IsiXhosa alongside English.

This research suggests, based on its findings and the literature reviewed, that the examination
questions should be offered in these three languages so that there is an equal opportunity for
all students to understand questions or instruction; so that no student gets nervous because they
cannot interpret certain English words, and this should be done to avoid time-wasting by
students reading questions repeatedly because they do not understand them. Once the questions
are written in three languages, there is a high chance for the second language English speakers
who have studied to pass the exams as language will not be the barrier to their success in
examinations. This recommendation is based on the finding that in the three stages of
assessment, the input stage and the processing stage are the main stages where students feel

that monolingual assessment impede the student’s performance in the examination.

5.5 Chapter summary
This chapter discussed the results of this research by answering each research question. The
overall findings for the first research question were that the students’ academic performance in

assessments differs depending on language arrangements. It was found that monolingual
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arrangements impede the student’s performances. In comparison, multilingual language

arrangements enhanced students’ academic performance.

For the second research question, it was found that different language arrangements in
assessment differently affects first language English speakers and second language English
speakers. Second language English speakers such as the Afrikaans and IsiXhosa speakers are
affected negatively by the monolingual language arrangement in assessment, while first

language English speakers are positively affected by the monolingual language arrangement.

When it comes to the third research question, the initial and the processing stage are where
students experience language arrangements to have more impact on their academic
performances. Lastly, regarding the fourth research question, it was recommended that a
multilingual approach to assessment be developed based on the finding that the monolingual
approach impedes the student’s performances of the second language English speakers who
participated on this project. In contrast, the multilingual approach was found to enhance the
student’s academic performance of second language English speakers who participated in this

study.
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CHAPTER SIX:

DISCUSSION

6.0 Introduction

At the beginning of chapter one, this study reviewed statistical evidence from Stats SA,
revealing that 25% of students drop out of university in South Africa. The second chapter
brought forward that many students who tend to drop out or take longer to complete in
universities in South Africa are black students. Although different scholars in the field highlight
all these challenges, only a few studies look at the issue of high dropout rates and low
throughput rates from the standpoint of language being the barrier given that African languages
are not used as languages of assessment or teaching in higher education. This chapter discusses
the findings of this research in relation to the literature reviewed and the theoretical framework

that guides this study.

6.1 Discussion

This study, through its findings, invites scholars to look at the issues of low throughput and
high dropout rate in assessment from the standpoint of language because it was found in this
study that students’ academic performance may be impeded or enhanced based on different
language arrangements used in each assessment. In this study, monolingual language
arrangements impede students’ performances while multilingual language arrangements
enhance students’ academic performances. Students revealed that monolingual language
arrangement makes them nervous, cause them to panic, and heighten their anxiety. Some
students felt that monolingual examinations cause them to read questions repeatedly, which

wastes their time and sometimes leads to not completing the assessment at hand.
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Some second language English speakers who participated in this study shared that they lacked
confidence when completing the monolingual assessment. These are the students from the
middle class whose home languages are not used as the language of assessment. Bourdieu
(1986) argued that these students are at a disadvantage when entering the university spaces as
they do not embody the forms of capital that are an asset to their success. A form of capital that
would have given them an advantage in dealing with the challenges of an academic

environment (Tzanakis, 2011).

This study’s findings point to the multilingual approach in assessments as a potential solution
for minimizing discrepancies in success rates among students from different ethnolinguistic
backgrounds. The benefits of a multilingual language arrangement from this research’s
findings include that the multilingual language arrangements made the students understand the
questions in the term test better, it made them feel less anxious, and they were able to express
themselves in a language they understand very well. When students understand what is asked
of them in assessment, they can think around the answers when they have studied what is asked.
Understanding what is asked, which is what multilingual language arrangements in assessment
helps with places the students at a better chance of answering the question correctly. Also,
when students are less anxious, they can think thoroughly and arrive at the answer they are
looking for, unlike when they are anxious because their thinking process becomes blocked.
Also, when students are confident and able to express themselves fluently, that places them at

a better chance of getting the answers correctly, improving their performance outcomes.

Other advantages of multilingual language arrangements include increased creativity,

improved analytical skills, strengthened brain muscles, and developed native vocabulary
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(Marcz, 2016, p.165). These are essential skills to help second language English speakers
students stand at an equal chance to succeed in an assessment like their peers from other
ethnolinguistic backgrounds. There is a need for “social arrangements that will permit all to

participate as peers in social life”” (Fraser, 1998, p.27).

This research stresses a need for African languages to be recognised in assessment. For social
justice to be achieved in assessment, there is a need to address recognition issues. Fraser (1997)
highlighted that it is essential to look at how people are represented in education, media, politics
or how they are treated in social life. Representation of African languages in education is
lacking, and that is concerning because it is through language that one gets to express
themselves. Even with some of the responses from the data in this research, second language
English speakers responses show how having their languages makes them feel in assessment.
Positive feedback includes making them happy, feeling at ease, or improving their

understanding.

In the study by Antia, Weldemichael and Dyers (2021), it was found that at the input stage of
assessment, different language arrangements get experienced as having more impact on
students' academic and at the output stage relatively less impact. This study found that the
initial and processing stages are where many second language English speakers experience the
multilingual language arrangements as more critical. At the same time, the output stage is
where the multilingual language arrangements are less critical. The initial/input stage of
assessment involves attention, and the processing stage is about remembering, reasoning and
problem-solving. This is where students use language primarily to “understand, double-check
questions and to ease up anxiety” (Heugh et al., 2016, p.12). This is where linguistic

competence is necessary as lack of a familiar language may heighten the student’s anxiety as
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some of the students, like participant 30, shared that she was worried that she was going to

answer the question incorrectly since she did not fully grasp what was asked in English.

During the assessment, anxiety and worry may cause students to be destructed as they are
overwhelmed by emotions causing them to deviate from the task at hand. Crocker et al.
(2013)’s paper discussed in the literature review revealed that in testing situations, students
might also interpret certain information and conditions negatively or have trouble generating
alternative meanings due to ongoing emotions. Not having multilingual language
arrangements to avoid such issues that the second language English speakers in assessment
experience deny these students the full partner in social interaction, making them feel unwanted
and unworthy of respect or esteem (Fraser, 2000), and this is a social justice issue which needs

to be corrected to make assessment pleasant for all students.

Based on the findings discussed above, it is clear that current (monolingual) language
arrangements in assessment at SA higher education institutions impede student academic
performance. On the other hand, multilingual language arrangements would enhance students’
performance. Unfortunately, in most institutions, the implementation of such arrangements has
been impossible, partly because the language discourse used in their language policy
documents about language in assessment is vague. African languages are not used as media of
assessments, making it difficult for students who speak these languages to benefit from them.
Instead, English, the home language to a minority of South Africans, is used as the language
of assessment. Not using African languages alongside English in assessment is discriminatory
and goes against what social justice stands for. Dismantling such injustices are buried in our

education system and addressing recognition patterns in current assessment where one
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language, i.e., English, is used instead of English, Afrikaans, and IsiXhosa, as stipulated in the

language policy of UWC, for example (Language Policy, 2003).
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CHAPTER SEVEN:

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

7.0 Introduction
This chapter summarises the research by recalling the problem that motivated this research to
happen, the research aims, the study’s key findings, and provides recommendations assessment

and ways to improve language policies for lecturers and students.

7.1 Conclusions and recommendations

The problem that motivated this study is the overall performance of university students in
higher education. According to the Council of Higher Education in 2013, only one out of four
university students can graduate from South Africa’s contact-based institutions within the
allocated period of their degree. Secondly, there are disparities in students’ performance from
different ethnolinguistic backgrounds. Research has shown a link between language
proficiency and academic achievement (Antia 2018; 2019). The differential impact because of
language in assessment has been under-researched. Thirdly, although many South African
universities have language policies, there are no provisions focused on assessing those
language policies. Fourthly with the possible exception of Antia, Weldemichael and Dyers
(2021), there is hardly any research asking if there are stages (e.g., initial stage, processing
stage or output stage) in the assessment process where the language arrangement is critical or

less critical. However, there is a reference to the role of language in assessment in the literature.

With these problems in mind, this research aimed to examine the students’ experiences of

different language arrangements in assessment to determine how different language
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arrangements in assessment impede or enhance the students’ academic performance. Secondly,
it sought to determine if the medium of assessments produces different effects on students with
different ethnolinguistic backgrounds. Thirdly, it tried to determine whether there are stages of
the assessment process at which different language arrangements are experienced as having
more impact or less impact. Lastly, this research was interested in determining what provisions
an adequate language policy for assessment in multilingual higher education should

incorporate.

This research used the University of the Western Cape as a site for data collection, and the key
findings from this research were that the students’ academic performance differs depending on
the language arrangements experienced. For example, monolingual arrangements impede
students’ performances, while multilingual language arrangements enhance students’ academic
performance. This research also found that the medium of instruction differently affects
English speakers and the second language English speakers. Second language English speakers
such as the Afrikaans and IsiXhosa speakers are affected negatively by the monolingual
language arrangement in assessment, while first language English speakers are positively
affected by the monolingual language arrangement. On the other hand, second language
English speakers were positively affected by the multilingual language arrangements while
first English speakers were negatively affected. It was also found for the third objective that
the initial and the processing stage are where students experienced language arrangements to

have more impact on their academic performances.

Lastly, the fourth finding was that a multilingual approach to assessment is a viable and suitable

arrangement, while the monolingual assessment impedes student performance.
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Based on the questions set out for this study, objectives set out to arrive at the findings for this
study the following recommendations are offered for this study. First, South African higher
education is currently facing a challenge of hesitancy towards experimentation and innovation
around multilingual assessment. Although the benefits of it outweigh the disadvantages. Given
the findings of this research, which suggest that multilingual language arrangements enhance
students’ academic performances, we would recommend that multilingual language
arrangements be offered with the English version of the question paper, which is the dominant
one in higher education institutions. This will be set out in a way that goes with the university's
language policy. For example, in the case of the University of the Western Cape, Afrikaans
and IsiXhosa as the languages identified in the language policy of the university as the language

of teaching, learning and assessment.

Once multilingual language arrangements are introduced in the assessment, it will be easy for
second language English speakers to check the multilingual version of the question paper once
they experience misunderstanding or confusion. The literature discussed in this study found
that confusion only leads to heightened anxiety and negatively affects the student’s academic
performance. Once multilingual language arrangements are provided in assessment, more and
more students will feel like they belong, as the researcher have established in this research that
language recognition or full participation of language is a need in assessment. It is one of the

aspirations of social justice where education is concerned.

For future research, it would be interesting to test the impact of language arrangements in
assessment by checking out the student’s performance scores after they wrote the test under
two conditions, namely, under a monolingual and under a multilingual condition and compare

the performance scores if they are aligned with the student’s experiences of the test.
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Appendices

SAMPLE QUESTIONNAIRE
1. Gender: Male [J Female [J

2. Racial group: [1 Asian  [1Black [JColoured [ White Other

3. Your home-language(s): (if more than one, please list all)

4. Other language(s) you can read and write:

5. In the LCS311 mid-term test, in which language(s) did you read the instructions and

questions in the question paper?

1 English only 1 Afrikaans only 01 isiXhosa only

(1 English + Afrikaans 1 English + isiXhosa [1 Afrikaans + isiXhosa

() English + Afrikaans + isiXhosa
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6. If you read the instructions in English only, explain why you did not consult the Afrikaans

and/or isiXhosa versions of the instructions.

7. If you read the instructions and/or questions in more than one language, explain why you

did so.



8. In the mid-term test question paper, were there any English words, phrases, etc., which you

did not understand (in the instructions or the questions section).

Yes [ No [J

8.1 What was the impact on you (e.g. how did you feel, what did you think, etc.) if in the mid-

term test question paper, there were English words, phrases, etc., which you did not understand.

8.2 Give as many examples as you can of English words, phrases, etc., which you did not

understand (in the instructions or the questions section).



8.3 What did you do when you had difficulty understanding the item(s) listed in Question 8.2

above?

9. What language(s) did you make use of in writing your answers to the mid-term test? [NB: If
you mixed even a single word from isiXhosa while writing in English, for example, it means

you have used both English and isiXhosa]
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1 English only 1 Afrikaans only 1 isiXhosa only

(1 English + Afrikaans 1 English + isiXhosa 1 Afrikaans + isiXhosa

1 English + Afrikaans + isiXhosa

9.1 Explain why

10. What is your opinion concerning the efforts made in LCS311 to provide you with
multilingual instructions and questions as well as to allow you write your answers in any one

or in a combination of Afrikaans, English, and isiXhosa?



11. Do you think this initiative should be continued or discontinued?

Yes [ No [

11.1 Explain why
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Consent form - Focus Group University of the Western Cape

Discussions

Title: The Language Factor in Students’ Experience of Assessments: A Case Study from the University

of the Western Cape
Researcher: Ms Athenkosi Mndende

Supervisor: Prof. Bassey Antia

Co-supervisor: Dr Tedros Weldemichael Please initial
box

1. I confirm that | have read and understand the information sheet explaining the

above research project and | have had the opportunity to ask questions about the project.

2. lunderstand that my participation is voluntary and that | am free to withdraw at any time |:|
without giving any reason and without there being any negative consequences. In addition,
should | not wish to answer any particular question or questions, | am free to decline.

(If I wish to withdraw | may contact the lead research at any time)

]

permission for members of the research team to have access to my anonymised responses.

3. lunderstand my responses and personal data will be kept strictly confidential. | give

| understand that my name will not be linked with the research materials, and | will not be

identified or identifiable in the reports or publications that result for the research.

4. As a participant of the discussion, | will not discuss or divulge information shared by others

in the group or the researcher outside of this group.
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1. 1 agree for my contribution in the Focus Group Discussion to be audio-recorded

[]

2. lunderstand that I may decline to be audio-recorded at any point.

3. lagree to take part in the above research project. |:|

Name of Participant Date Signature

(or legal representative)

Name of person taking consent Date Signature

(If different from lead researcher)

Lead Researcher Date Signature

(To be signed and dated in presence of the participant)
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Copies: All participants will receive a copy of the signed and dated version of the consent form

and information sheet for themselves. A copy of this will be filed and kept in a secure location

for research purposes only.

Researcher:

Ms Athenkosi Mndende (3456210)
Department of Linguistics
University of the Western Cape
Contact no. 0603264656

Email: 3456210@myuwc.ac.za

ACtindandh

Supervisor:

Prof. Bassey Antia
Department of Linguistics
University of the Western
Cape

Contact no. 021 959 3090
Email: bantia@uwec.ac.za

paa

Co-supervisor:

Dr. Tedros Weldemichael
Department of Linguistics
University of the Western Cape
Contact no. 021 9592885
Email:
tweldemichael@uwec.ac.za

o

7

&
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HOD:

Prof. Felix Banda
Department of Linguistics
University of the Western
Cape
Contact no.
2978/2380
Email: foanda@uwc.ac.za

021 959




PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET

Title of research: The Language Factor in Students’ Experience of Assessments: A Case Study

from the University of the Western Cape.

My name is Athenkosi Cynthia Mndende and | am conducting research on the above topic
as part of my master’s degree programme in Linguistics.

The need for this study arises from several observations. Firstly, there are concerns about the
overall academic performance of university students in South African higher education.
According to the Council of Higher Education in 2013, one out of four university students can
graduate from universities South Africa within the allocated period of their degree. Secondly,
There is a great difference in the performance of students from different ethnolinguistic
backgrounds. Thirdly, although many universities in South Africa have language policies, there
are no provisions focused on assessment (e.g. tests or examinations) in those language policies.
Fourthly, although in the literature there is reference to the role of language in assessment,
there is hardly any research asking the question if there are stages (initial stage e.g. where
students are preparing for the test or trying to understand certain questions in the test;
processing stage where students are processing or interpreting the questions in a particular test;
output stage e.g. when students are writing their answers) in the assessment process where

language is very critical or less critical.
This research is guided by the following research questions:

1. How, if at all, do different language arrangements (i.e. having the test questions available in
English, Afrikaans and IsiXhosa) in assessment (e.g.test or examination) impede or enhance

students’ academic performance?
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2. How, if at all, does the medium of assessment (e.g. test or examination) differently affect
students from different ethnolinguistic groups in South African higher education?

3. At what stage/s (e.g. input stage; processing stage and/ or output stage), if any, of the
assessment process do the different language arrangements (i.e. having the test questions
available in English, Afrikaans and IsiXhosa) get experienced as having more impact or less
impact on students’ academic performances?

4. What provisions should an adequate language policy for assessment in higher education

environment contain?

For this research to be a success, students doing a third-year module (LCS 311) were requested
to participate in this research by answering a set of questions provided in the questionnaire
based on the evaluation they completed earlier. 10 to 12 students were asked to volunteer to
be part of a focus group discussion that will be based on the same set of questions in the
questionnaire to supplement this data. The information from the questionnaires and focus group
discussions is considered confidential. The identity of the students remained anonymous. If, at
any time, a student does not want to continue with the study, the student is allowed to withdraw
and their data will not be included as part of this research. Students have a right to request to
see how the data they supplied will be used. There is no foreseeable risk associated with

participating in this research.

My contact details are: (mobile) 0603264656 or (email) 3456210@myuwc.ac.za .

If you require any additional information or have concerns, please contact:

My supervisor, Professor Bassey Antia at bantia@uwc.ac.za; or

My co-supervisor, Dr Tedros Weldemichael at tweldemichael@uwc.ac.za; or
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The HSSREC (Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee) at research-

ethics@uwec.ac.za (Tel. 021 959 4111).

UNIVERSITY of the
WRSTERN CAPR

A place of quality, a place to grow, from hope to action through knowledge
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