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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

It has been established that there are vast difficulties teachers experience on daily basis when dealing 

with learners from Zulu community. Our traditional and cultural orientations do not successfully 

accommodate the curriculum, which is highly western.  Parents who are totally illiterate raise us; as a 

result, we find it difficult to cope with a formal education that is provided in a language that is foreign 

to us.  Therefore language is one of the problems that will be looked at in this assignment.  A mother-

child relationship plays a major role in reducing learning difficulties a child can experience in school. 

 

For a child to learn, it is very important that the child is able to develop and identify his needs that will 

serve as a drive to enhance positive learning.  The areas of life that can create problems, among the 

Zulu learners are among other things, poor financial background, insufficient resources at school, 

insufficient facilities, unchallenging environment, sustained apartheid legacies, lack of career guidance 

in black schools, malnutrition, ignorant parents, banning of corporal punishment, high rate of 

unemployed parents, single parenting and long distances children travel to and from school on daily 

basis. 

 

2. PARENT-CHILD RELATIONSHIP 

 

Among The Zulu communities there is a great deal of the lack of well-balanced family structures.  This 

has a negative impact on the side of the learners.  The performance at any learning institution is 

dependent on the learners’ temperament, genetic inheritance, the match between their cognitive style 

and the task they are asked to do, their social and emotional maturity, their ease in the testing situation, 

and their socio-economic status and the ethnic background.  As research states, parents of children with 

high IQs are often sensitive, warm and loving.  They are very usually accepting of their children’s 

behaviour, letting them express themselves and explore.  In the context of the Zulu community child 

rearing fashion, a child is set a distance from the parental guidance especially in educational matters. 

 

The majority of the Zulu parents are illiterate and are very ignorant towards their children’s education.  

Zulu parents are very prescriptive towards their children; as a result, learners have no freedom of 

expression.  This behaviour, after a long run, reappears when these children begin their formal 

education.  They show a high degree of passivity in the classroom despite the fact that they understand 

or not.  According to (Clark – Stewart, 1977) mothers whose children later had high IQs were likely to 

be those who provided books and toys that encouraged conceptual thinking and language development.  

These mothers read to their children regularly, paid attention to their play, and got involved in it. 

 

This parental involvement in child’s cognitive development is rare and somewhat taboo to the Zulu 

community.  Children are not exposed to visual material that can help boost the cognitive development 

of the child.  Zulu children are struggling to cope in formal education due to the lack of necessary 

exposure.  Although the study did not consider the fathers’ role it seems safe to conclude that a parent 

either mother or father who draws on his or her own background and in interests to provide the 

challenging, pleasurable learning opportunities for the child can lay a foundation for optimum 

intellectual growth.  Black parents are very primitive.  They are lingering on the businesses of the past.  

They expose children to the environment that has no direct link with the current trend in education.  

Thus, their cognitive ability does not cope effectively to the theories and discoveries that make up 

curriculum.  Black learners grow up in an environment that is informed by insecurity because in most 

cases parents do not live or stay together.  The fathers more often than not leave their houses to mega-

cities to find jobs in order to maintain their families. 

 

The reason learners, Zulus especially, perform poorly in education is the lack of parental involvement 

in their learning. Parent involvement helps parents discover their strengths, potentialities and talents 

and to use them for the benefit of themselves, the family as a whole and the school.  (Morrison 

12978:22).  Parent involvement can take the form of co-operation, participation that leads to 

partnership.  It must be recognised that the quality of education and teaching in schools improves with 

an improvement in the quality of co-operation between education authorities, schools and parents.  



‘The difference that the goodwill of parents and pupils makes to school is almost palpable:  it can 

create more team spirit than all the school uniforms and prize giving put together’  (Stone & Taylor 

1976:255). 

 

3. LANGUAGE 

 

Language is a crucial means of gaining access to important knowledge and skills.  It is the key to 

cognitive development and it can promote or impede scholastic success.  In a multicultural society such 

as South Africa, language diversity exerts a powerful influence on the content, methods of instruction 

and outcome of schooling.  Moreover, when language is linked to race, cultural group or social class, it 

becomes a contentious issue. South Africa has been described as one of the most culturally and 

linguistically diverse countries in the world. Besides the official English and Afrikaans, the 1980 

census revealed at least twenty-four other languages spoken in South Africa (Human Science Research 

Council 1985:34). 

 

4. OVERVIEW OF LANGUAGE POLICY IN BLACK SCHOOLING. 

 

Language policy in South Africa has formed an integral part of the former apartheid ideology.  

Language, together with race and cultural background, provided the grounds for educating children, 

both black and white, separately.  The policy of bilingualism enshrined in the 1910 Union Constitution 

entrenched the language rights of the former colonial powers, namely the English and Dutch, in South 

Africa.  From 1930-1975, language policy in black schooling, which had predominantly favoured 

English sought then to diminish the influence of English and promote the learning of Afrikaans, the 

language of the dominant political group, the Nationalists. In 1953, control of black education was 

taken from the provincial authorities and the missionary organisations, and centralised under the 

Department of Bantu Affairs.  During this period mother tongue instruction in black schools was 

extended to standard 6 and English and Afrikaans were made compulsory school subjects from the first 

year of schooling. In secondary school, English and Afrikaans medium instruction was required on a 

fifty-fifty- basis.  This implied that pupils in secondary school were forced to switch from the 

vernacular to English or Afrikaans in order to master increasingly difficult subject content (Chick 

1992:275). 

 

 

5. ENGLISH AS THE MEDIUM OF INSTRUCTION IN BLACK EDUCATION 

 

In black schooling the language policy as described in the foregoing paragraph has had numerous 

critical consequences for the socio-educational development of the black child.  Firstly the attempted 

imposition of Afrikaans as the medium of instruction in black schooling has resulted in the 

enhancement of the status of English among blacks, at the cost of Afrikaans.  Thus English escaped the 

antagonism that has been directed towards it as an ex-colonial language in the rest of Africa  (Chick 

1992:276). 

 

In fact, in black quarters, Afrikaans has been stigmatised as the language of the oppressor, despite its 

usefulness and its claim to being a quasi-indigenous language or ‘African’ language, while English 

enjoys exceptional popularity.  However, the status and the popularity enjoyed by English are not 

equally reflected in the quality of instruction in English and in its general use in black schools.  Here 

several issues remain unresolved.  The timing and the manner of instruction of English as medium of 

instruction in black schools are a thorny matter. 

 

Teachers in black schools themselves often lack the English proficiency that is necessary for effective 

teaching.  Teachers do not have the knowledge and skills to support English language learning and to 

teach literacy skills across the entire curriculum.  The problem is compounded by a lack of suitable 

textbooks and the materials for the specialised language needs of the children. 

 

6. THE LIMITED ENGLISH PROFICIENCY PUPIL 

 

In an endeavour to conceptualise the special language needs faced by the black child, a distinction is 

therefore drawn between the English second language pupil who learns English as a school subject but 

uses mother tongue as medium of instruction for all other subjects, and the child with a limited English 

proficiency who has to master all school subjects for all or most of the years of schooling through the 



medium of English. Lemmer (1992) maintains that the distinction between the ESL pupil and LEP 

pupil is a particularly useful one when it is adapted to the South African context. 

 

This distinction not only allows both the researcher and the classroom teacher to identify the unique 

characteristics and special language needs of the non-English pupil learning through the medium of 

English, but also creates the opportunity to devise innovative teaching strategies to meet these needs.  

In this context, the principles of ESL instruction as traditionally practised in South Africa remain 

relevant and useful for the effective teaching of the LEP pupil.  Instead, a more comprehensive strategy 

embracing appropriate teacher training, school governance, parent involvement and classroom practice 

is called for. 

 

7. LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY 

 

According to the informative work of Cummins (1981:21), the language deficit of limited English 

proficiency (EPL) pupils is a hidden one.  It is not noticeable on the playground or in everyday 

situations where conversation requires only informal, colloquial language, which these pupils have 

often already acquired.  However, the school uses formal language and consequently these children 

lack the more sophisticated command of language required for success in the school system. 

 

8. USE OF MOTHER TONGUE 

 

In addition to their limited English proficiency, pupils are often found to lack strong language skills in 

their mother tongue.  Where there is a bias against the mother tongue, teachers and parents actively 

discourage children from using their home language because they believe that pupils’ English language 

skills suffer when they speak the mother tongue.  Moreover, an injudicious and premature introduction 

of English by the school, at the expense of mother tongue, can result in the child not being allowed 

sufficient time to reach proficiency in the home language. 

 

9. ACQUISITION OF A SECOND LANGUAGE 

 

In order to understand second language acquisition, we need to consider the natural acquisition of 

language.  Monolingual children enter school after having spent some five or six years in the process of 

natural language acquisition.  Salient characteristics of the first language process include the following:  

language acquisition commences during infancy within the orbit of intimate human interaction; child-

adult interactions are verbal, functional and communicative; and the child learns primarily through 

response to an imitation of adult models.  In this way, the child unconsciously internalises the 

complexities of the rules of language. 

 

This discussion is concerned, however, with the LEP child who acquires English as a second language 

under an entirely different set of conditions.  Learning takes place within a group in the formal 

environment of the classroom.  The introduction to English is largely through the printed word, and 

learning the rules of the language is primarily mechanical.  Moreover, adequate and appropriate adult 

models might be lacking, since teachers in black schools are themselves often limited in their command 

of English. 

 

10.     HOME AND COMMUNITY INFLUENCES 

 

While the value of the continued use of the mother tongue by the LEP child has been stressed above, 

we still acknowledge the difficulties faced by the child whose home background, neighbourhood and 

the wider community is not English-speaking.  Where English is spoken in an LEP child’s community, 

this English may not be Standard English.  For instance, it may be ‘black’ English or heavily accented 

English.  As a result, the child’s acquisition of English is not supported and reinforced after school 

hours.  Parents may even feel ill equipped to assist with homework or may fail to understand the 

special educational needs that stem from the child’s limited language proficiency. 

 

   11.  SOCIO-ECONOMIC BACKGROUND 

 

Learners from Zulu communities come to school without provision for their own educational resources 

such as textbooks, exercise books, pens, educational radio and television, magazines, newspapers and 

other important stationery that can positively influence their learning.  This kind of dissonance between 



home and school further diminishes the chances of school success.  Teachers themselves are to be 

resourceful to ensure effective teaching.  This is very difficult for teachers because it has financial 

implications.  Learners are just passive listeners without anything to write on in front of them.  The fact 

that they have no learning material has increased the theft rate in the classroom, which is the exercise 

that creates a lot of disturbance in the learning and teaching activities.  Many black families have single 

parents who are not employed and survive through selling small items on the streets.  Other parents sell 

indigenous beer so that they may send their children to school. 

 

Children are suffering malnutrition and are likely to lose concentration in the classroom.  This develops 

in them a very low self-esteem and the feeling of worthlessness.  This impacts negatively on their 

performance.  Some develop stubbornness and begin to change their behaviour.  The levels of crime 

have dramatically increased and thus some other children are scared to go to school because of the 

threatening incidents of crime reported from time to time.  Factional wars that erupt as a result of 

livestock theft have made learning a nightmare to many children.  Some do not even sleep at night 

because of the thieves who break the kraals in order to steal. 

 

The rate of schoolgirl pregnancy has tremendously increased as a result of the child support grant the 

government has recently provided to the needy communities.  This has a negative impact on the school 

because learners culturally and superstitiously do not appreciate or accept pregnant colleagues in the 

school because they believe this promotes or encourages others to fall pregnant.  Other learners believe 

that when someone is pregnant in the classroom others are going to fall asleep and be lazy in the 

classroom. 

 

12. THE ROLE OF CULTURAL HERITAGE 

 

Black children are lacking Anglo-centred childhood heritage of fables, legends, nursery rhymes, 

proverbs, metaphors, songs and games that forms part of the English-speaking child’s cultural world.  

The role played by this kind of cultural heritage at all levels of schooling and in all school subjects 

cannot be underestimated.  When the child enters school, teachers, textbooks, and learning material 

continually draw on the rich cultural background presumably built up during the pre-school years.  

Moreover, this repertoire of cultural knowledge is augmented during schooling and references to 

cultural background forms an integral part of the classroom practice.  

 

The limited English child is in possession of a wide cultural background of indigenous folklore and 

idiom, but this differs from that used in schooling, which remains dominated by Eurocentric curricula 

and Anglo-centred literature  (Letoruer & Squelch 1992). 

 

13. THE SITUATION OF CONTEMPORARY AFRICAN BLACK CHILD 

 

Given the economic imperatives faced by their parents, a large number of the young black children in 

South Africa are likely to grow up in an environment which lacks adequate care.  They are likely to 

face the prospect of under nourishment, and are less than likely to receive medical attention or 

monitoring.  They are likely to live in housing that is far from adequate and, equally often, in 

overcrowded conditions.  Once they reach school going age, the cycle of poverty and under provision 

is likely to be extended by inadequate schools staffed by hard-pressed teachers who are both under 

qualified and faced with larger classes than in more privileged sectors. 

 

Given the high degree of political tension in current South African society, it is also the young people 

in the politically excluded and economically exploited communities who are likely to bear the brunt of 

violence and insecurity.  “For millions of children in South Africa, each day is a fresh battle to survive 

poverty and violence.  But even more frightening than the daily suffering, hunger and brutalisation is 

their future in a country where violence is wrapping its tentacles around them and the economy is 

shrinking.”   (Barkhuizen 1990:11) 

 

14.  CONDITIONS IN BLACK SCHOOLS 

 

Because of overcrowding and lack of funds, conditions are poor in many black schools, particular in 

rural areas (International Defence and Aid Fund 1980:37) 

 

Pupils may have to sit on the floor because there are no desks 



Equipment is likely to be old and very well used. 

Most black children have to share textbooks 

Classes are very big and there is not much opportunity for individual attention from teachers who are 

overworked and underpaid. 

 

The education system has been the focal point of organised opposition by young black children 

(International Defence and Aid Fund 1988:12).  The widespread dissent and raging revolt of the new 

generation of black children is not just against overcrowded classrooms and equipment shortages, but is 

directed against the whole former system of apartheid, and capitalism that is conducive to an anti-child 

culture (Nasson 1986:113).  The fact that some pupils experience school as a pedagogic emergency 

situation, as place of failure and revenge, are signs of increasing anti-child sentiments. Adequate 

education can only be accomplished in a situation where a child finds acceptance, involvement, dignity 

and success.  Black children ought to be educated toward successful management of the challenges of 

chance and renewal in a changing life-world in South Africa (De Wet 1988:75). 

  

 

15. SCHOOL PHOBIA 

 

Children with school phobia are not truants.  They are often good students whose parents know when 

they are absent.  These absences extend for long stretches at a time. The children’s ages are evenly 

distributed between 5 and 15 and they are likely to be of either sex.  They tend to be of average 

intelligence or higher and to perform at least at average levels in school.  Typically, school-phobic 

children wake up on a school morning complaining of some physical ailment, such as nausea, 

stomachache, vomiting or headache. 

 

Soon after they have received permission to stay at home, the complaint clears up.  Perhaps the causes 

of school phobia among Zulus could be unavailability of the school uniform, bullying at school, harsh 

teachers at school, increased levels of criminality reported on mass media and undue grudges.  Most of 

South African schools are without security guards that may maintain order during the times of learner-

to-learner conflict or crises. Cases of this nature are common at Shiyane High School.  A certain 

number of learners have left school as a result of guns and knives carried at school.  The teachers also 

do experience fears especially when they are supposed to discipline learners in the case of misconduct. 

 

16. CHILD LABOUR 

 

Although it is illegal to employ any child under the age of 16 in South Africa, many black children are 

obliged to work in order to survive.  With the disintegration of many family units because of the 

migrant labour system, many black children are homeless and have to find some means of supporting 

themselves.  In the urban areas of South Africa there are many instances of illegal employment of child 

labour.  “South African news agencies employ child labour to sell papers on the streets.  Newspaper 

distribution vans go to and from crammed with little urchins whose rightful place is in the classroom”  

(International Defence and Aid Fund  1980:45) 

 

Employers stated that the boys begged them for work so they could contribute to the family income.  

At the other extreme, numbers of rural children, squeezed by the demands of work and family need, 

can be expected to spend their early years doing household chores – cutting, fetching and carrying – 

rather than behind a desk.  (Nasson 1986:109).  The poverty of black households forces many children 

into work long before adolescence, in conditions that offer scant protection of their safety or interests.  

(International Defence and Aid Fund  1988:10).  Many children interrupt their education for years 

because their families are desperate for whatever small amounts they can earn.  The economic 

exploitation of children causes a situation in which black children draw scant benefit from the way 

society treats them. 

 

17 DRUGS 

 

Research has discovered that about a third of South African children become chronic users of solvents 

such as glue and thinners sniffing.  Some take a lot of marijuana and alcohol.  They report using drugs 

primarily to block out sensations of fear, cold and hunger.  Many scholars who are drug addicts create 

tense situations in schools.  They embark on gang clashes, which culminate in fights that disturb the 

running of the school.  They carry unlicensed firearms, sticks and knives.  By doing so they make life 



even more difficult for the teachers at schools.  Many of them commit suicide under the influence of 

drugs.  This creates a psychological restlessness among other learners and to some members of the 

community. 

 

 

 

 

18 CHILD’S NEED FOR FOOD 

 

Teachers in Africa may find that children are restless and irritable just before lunch break or at the end 

of the school day, especially if they have not had an adequate breakfast.  Fidgeting, irritability and 

other bad behaviour may be directly related to hunger pangs.  Inattentiveness, drowsiness and boredom 

may be the less militant effects of hunger.  It is an essential part of the teacher’s duty in African 

countries to educate parents on the importance of adequate and balanced diet. 

 

 

19 CONCLUSION 

 

 

It will take some time to rectify the mistakes in education.  Simply because these mistakes result from 

political situations in our country and complex multicultural education which favour, to a certain 

extent, learners whose mother tongue is English.  A birth rate has to be controlled.   The country must 

be highly industrialised so as to promote and create more job opportunities.  The more the socio-

economic status is increased the better will be the quality of education.  Community education needs to 

be developed to teach the community about the dangers of overpopulation, which leads to limited 

educational resources, and the unavailability of other life needs. 

 

 

 

 

Editor’s comment. 

 

The author, a highly regarded member of the Rorke’s Drift community, makes no mention of AIDS. 

We must remember that this is a difficult subject for black South Africans due the stigma of the disease 

and invariably, deaths from AIDS are usually recorded under the heading of the condition caused by 

AIDS, such as heart conditions or pneumonia, rather than by AIDS. 
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