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Teaching in a Language Limbo: Zambian Educators 
caught between Policy and Reality  
 
 
INTRODUCTION 

This paper springs from my ongoing doctoral study on language socialisation and communicative strategies 

among Zambian children in rural homes and schools. Between February 2008 and April 2009, I have spent 

nine months of linguistic-anthropological fieldwork in a village environment in Zambia’s Southern Province, 

recording and processing verbal and non-verbal interactions between children and caretakers, children and 

teachers, and among children themselves, both in and out of homes and classrooms. My overall aim has been 

to deepen the understanding of young rural children’s linguistic prerequisites for learning and manoeuvering 

in school, especially in relation to the acquisition of literacy and so-called ‘academic language’. As a part of 

this, I hope to contribute to the development of what I refer to as ‘contextually attentive linguistic-

educational environments’ in Zambian primary schools – a development which is already slowly on the way, 

both on policy and practical levels, but which, as I will argue here, has yet to fully meet the demands of the 

children or learners who are to participate and evolve in these environments. Although my main attention 

during fieldwork has been on the children, I have gained a deep familiarity with local school teachers and 

their efforts – and struggles – to satisfy both institutional and practical demands. In the following I will 

describe the character of some of these efforts.  

 

BACKGROUND 

In spite of its estimated make-up of 77 different cultural and linguistic groups, which are generally divided 

into seven larger ethnolinguistic regions, Zambia has never had an actual language policy since gaining 

independence from British rule in 1964. Apart from the constitutional declaration that “The official language 

of Zambia shall be English” (Act for New Zambian Constitution 1991:7)1, the political guidelines for 

language-related matters in education, health, law enforcement, and other societal spheres are mostly either 

absent or ambiguous, leaving interpretations and practical decisions up to individual implementers in specific 

contexts. This, obviously, does not imply that there are no general linguistic practices in contemporary 

Zambia. Many politicians and other stakeholders will explain the continuous lack of an official Zambian 

language policy with the argument that no such policy has so far been needed.  
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In the realm of primary education, however, there has been an increasing recognition on both ministerial and 

ground levels of the need for specific emphasis on the ‘language factor’. Contrary to previous documents, the 

latest Zambian educational policy, “Educating Our Future” from 1996, thus includes a page-long passage on 

“Language of Instruction”, stating among other things that  

 

“[t]he fact that initial reading skills are taught in and through a language that is unfamiliar to the 

majority of children is believed to be a major contributory factor to the backwardness in reading 

shown by many Zambian children. It is also a major factor in fostering rote learning, since from the 

outset the child has difficulties in associating the printed forms of words with their real, underlying 

meaning.  

 

On the other hand, there is strong evidence that children learn literacy skills more easily and 

successfully through their mother tongue, and subsequently they are able to transfer these skills 

quickly and with ease to English or another language. Successful first language learning is, in fact, 

believed to be essential for successful literacy in a second language and for learning content-subjects 

through the second language”  

 

(Ministry of Education 1996:39).  

 

Although an actual educational language policy reflecting these considerations has yet to appear, notable 

initiatives have been launched during the past 10-15 years. These initiatives point towards the implementa-

tion of a more contextually adjusted or ‘attentive’ linguistic-educational environment in public schools – first 

of all by displaying a growing awareness of the benefits of including local Zambian languages more 

systematically in schooling, and of enforcing the language-pedagogical bridging or transfer between these 

languages and the continuous official medium of school instruction, English.  

 

All this being said, strong barriers still remain for creating ideal contextually attentive linguistic-educational 

environments in Zambian primary schools. Apart from the obvious and certainly significant obstacles for 

raising the quality of schooling, like over-filled classrooms, underequipped library and staff facilities, and the 

generally rather disencouraging working conditions for most school teachers, other and perhaps even greater 

challenges remain.  

 

Viewed from a linguistic perspective, perhaps the most crucial obstacle today is the continuous implementa-

tion of standardised national exams and tests in all public schools, in which the heavy predominance of so-

called ‘Standard English’, both in formulated tasks and questions and in the expected performance of 

learners, differs from the more inclusive and language-pragmatical approach to schooling expressed in the 

passage above. It is my experience and my main point here today that the continuous predominance of 

Standard English as the ‘real’ and – seen in a wider institutional and discursive perspective – sole ‘language 
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of schooling’, both as medium of instruction and target language, permeates all levels of Zambian education 

to such an extent that much more thorough and radical initiatives are needed in order to reach the needs of 

underprivileged learners with little exposure, among other things, to the English language. 

 

This reflects a general condition in educational systems all over Sub-Saharan Africa – a condition which has 

been described and increasingly criticised by various linguists, educationalists, ‘postcolonialist’, and also 

economists during the past 10-15 years (e. g. Brock-Utne 1997, 2000, 2008, Grin 2007, Phillipson & 

Skutnabb-Kangas 2002, Prah 2009, Skutnabb-Kangas 2000). As secondary and tertiary education continues 

to be carried out exclusively in English – or other excolonial languages like French and Portuguese – with 

little or no acknowledgement of the linguistic prerequisites created in the home environments of the vast 

majority of students, this approach continues to affect and dominate the realm of primary schooling in most 

African countries today. This is not to say that more language-inclusive initiatives like the Zambian ones 

referred to here should not be encouraged – but rather that such initiatives, in their inability to radically 

transform and enhance the preconditions for underprivileged learners, might actually end up legitifying a 

non-inclusive language in education policy.  

 

LANGUAGE PRACTICES IN THE CLASSROOM 

However, it is not my task to revive this discussion today, but rather to present some of the everyday 

language practices and ‘interpretations of linguistic realities’ appropriated, in this case, by a sample of 

Zambian primary school teachers. In the following extracts, taken from two teaching lessons in two different 

rural primary schools during 2008 and 09, we shall see how some of these teachers choose or are forced to 

choose particular linguistic and educational strategies in their everyday adaption of national policy 

prescriptions. 

 

[Village/Basic School Grade 2, Oral English – present transcript and recording] 

 

In this first extract, taken from a Grade 2 lesson of ‘Oral English’, the educational focus – obviously besides 

practising and acquiring oral English – is on the issue of time: talking about the importance of time and of 

knowing the hours, being able to read a clock and expressing the hours in English, and knowing the 

difference between these hourly expressions during ‘day time’ and ‘night time’. Most or all of the learners in 

this class come from homes in which the parents and other adults have had very limited education and whose 

proficiency in English is low or non-existent. Apart from overhearing occasional visitors or perhaps a 

conversation on radio or TV, the school is thus the one place where most of the learners are exposed to 

English. This also goes for any close interaction they might have had with ‘modern’ items like clocks and 

books.  

 



 4 

In the extract, we follow the teacher guiding the learners into the ‘realm of time’. As you can see, this 

guidance is given in a constant stream of code-mixes between English and the local language, chiTonga, 

which is in accordance with the current national teaching guidelines for Oral English in Grade 2. As the 

pattern here might show, and as I have observed it in numerous other lessons, there seems to be a general 

difference between the character of the instructions given in English and in Tonga respectively. We could 

characterise the English-spoken instructions as leaning towards more the ‘informative’ or ‘formal’ like 

‘Today we are going to look at time’ or ‘We have to work according to time’. Opposite this, the Tonga-

spoken instructions lean towards the more informal ‘auxiliary’ or ‘rebuking’, serving either as assisting 

translations of the English instructions, as confirmations like ‘Have you seen what I am doing?’, or as 

rebukes like ‘Listen to the question’. In a way, we could talk about two parallel discourses present in the 

classroom, creating an intertwined ‘interiour’ and ‘exteriour’ linguistic/discursive space around the teacher 

and learners. In more tangible terms, we could say that the teacher’s chiTonga instructions serve as the social 

and pedagogical ‘fluid’ with the purpose of helping the learners grasp some of the English words, sentences, 

instructions and questions presented to them – and thereby slowly creating and expanding their own mastery 

of English.  

 

As we can see, the teacher seems to move quite effortlessly between and in-and-out of the two languages, 

giving immediate translations and comments in Tonga whenever the learners seem distracted or unable to 

understand the instructions given in English. It is clear that this teacher is very familiar with the linguistic 

prerequisites of her learners, and as I have observed many of her colleagues in the same and other schools, 

she will often add chiTonga suffixes and confirmation-seeking gambits to her English sentences like ‘ay?’ 

and ‘ede?’ – meaning ‘right?’ or ‘understood?’, constantly seeking to create a social and pedagogical bridge 

for her learners between the ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ discourses.  

 

However, it is my experience and thesis that this thorough insight in the learners’ linguistic and ontological 

prerequisites for learning, which I have seen displayed by numerous teachers on all grade levels in these 

rural schools, continues to be restrained by the wider institutional frame in which this teaching takes place. 

The discursive predominance of English as the ‘real’ linguistic target of schooling in teacher education, 

syllabuses and policies, and the continuous dismissal of local languages as serving other than secondary, 

auxiliary purposes in education at any level, together prevent the appearance of more fruitful and 

encouraging linguistic-educational environments that might actually profit from the existing teacher insights 

and learner prerequisites – especially in rural areas where the exposure to English is limited or non-existent. 

As you are probably aware, this discursive predominance is not only apparent on a linguistic level, but also 

in a general institutional favouring of what we could call ‘urban’ or ‘modern lifeworlds’ with limited 

reference to the everyday environments of rural learners. Unfortunately, I do not have time to go specifically 

into the learner behaviour appearing in this extract, but if you look for places where there seems to appear an 

actual understanding and dialogue between the learners and their teacher, I think you see what I am pointing 

to.  
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As we will see in the following example, taken from a Grade 7 classroom, this discursive predominance of 

English can also be traced in a lesson of ‘Tonga Literacy’ – although, again, the teacher goes out of his way 

to try and ‘meet’ the learners at their linguistic level and to help them into the formal educational discourse 

presented in the syllabus. 

 

[Township/Basic School Grade 7, ‘Tonga Literacy’ – present transcript and recording] 

 

From the previous lesson extract, you might recognise this teacher’s rather desperate attempt to satisfy both 

institutional and ‘practical’ demands at the same time, constantly switching between formal and informal 

discourses in his speech. These learners are five years older and have had five more years of schooling than 

the ones in the previous lesson extract, but seemingly this teacher ‘dance’ or ‘limbo’ between educational 

discourses is still needed.  

 

As you can see, this lesson is focusing on the names of the months, a theme usually presented in much earlier 

grades, but which the teacher has chosen to revise because of the upcoming Grade 7 exam. When it comes to 

numbers, distances, hourly expressions, and other names and units of measurement, like in this case the 

names of the months, young Zambians have become increasingly more familiar with English expressions 

than with their counterparts in local languages. This lesson, with the overall goal of enhancing the learners’ 

skills in speaking and writing in and about the chiTonga language and culture, could thus serve as a 

potentially fruitful introduction to and discussion of the chiTonga names, drawing on the learners’ extensive 

experience with the maize fields, rivers, rains, and other natural phenomena which are all referred to in the 

Tonga names of the months. However, because of the ubiquitous awareness of the upcoming exams and their 

emphasis on literal translation, spelling and grammar exercises, the existing teacher and learner potential for 

deepening the learners’ insight and understanding of their own everyday language and culture is lost.  

 

I regret if this has offered a rather pessimistic approach to the conference theme of ‘dialectical influencies on 

language policy’ – but actually I continue to see great potentials in the thoughts and experiences of Zambian 

teachers and learners. I hope to see them acknowledged and implemented in future policies.  

 

Thank you.  
 
 
                                            
1 Zambian Constitution, adopted on August 24, 1991, Part 1 ‘National Sovereignty and State’, Article 1 ‘Declaration of Republic’: 
“(1) Zambia is a sovereign Republic. (2) This Constitution is the Supreme Law of Zambia and if any other law is inconsistent with 
this Constitution, that other law shall, to the extent of the inconsistency, be void; (3) The official language of Zambia shall be 
English”. Et andet citat: “(2) any person who is arrested or detained shall be informed as soon as reasonably practicable, in a 
language that he understands, of the reasons for his arrest or detention”.  
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