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ABSTRACT

This chapter explores students' and staff's voices from a university of technology on the feasibility of 
multilingualism based on their respective learning and teaching experiences in different academic 
disciplines. The chapter employs a mixed research methodology comprising students (n=665) and staff 
(n=5) surveys across five faculties of a university of technology. Participants mostly preferred English 
as the primary medium of instruction, citing cognitive, existential, and pragmatic reasons. Part of these 
reasons was that Indigenous languages have shortcomings in conveying scientific concepts as these 
did not exist in these languages. However, they also endorsed the view that a multilingual system com-
prising the use of English with Indigenous languages as support would enhance learning for students 
who experience difficulties with learning in English. The evidence highlights the paradoxical situation 
students at higher educational institutions face. Therefore, a balanced approach that enhances student 
competency in market-​dominant mediums of instruction is required.

INTRODUCTION

The study explores the views of students and academic staff regarding the implementation of the 
Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) Language Policy of 2020. The policy addresses 
the language problem in the South African higher education system (DHET, 2020). It aims to promote 
multilingualism, intellectualise indigenous languages, and use them for scholarship (teaching, learning 



and research). It also encourages students to learn international languages as essential drivers of cultural 
trade and diplomatic relations (Ibid). The Language Policy, therefore, requires institutions of higher 
learning, and universities in particular, to promote at least two indigenous languages in addition to their 
official language (English) as part of their official communication, teaching and learning, and research. 
This aligns with the national multicultural and multilingual makeup.

The policy provides for intellectualised languages to be used as languages of teaching, learning, and 
research. In line with expectations in post-​colonial theory, this will end the dominance of English in 
academia. One of the arguments against the reliance on English as the sole medium of instruction in 
universities is the disenfranchisement (marginalisation) of not only indigenous languages as they remain 
undeveloped for intellectual purposes, but also the language speakers who encounter learning difficulties 
in English, barring them from accessing the much need education and consequently denying them access 
to the economic opportunities needed to improve their social status. However, internationally, the labour 
force is expected to be competitive in the context of globalisation, thus enhancing the status of English 
considering its academic, economic and social imperatives.

There are other imperatives that the policy aspires to achieve. The policy recognises the multi-​ethnic 
composition of South Africa, together with its aspirations to achieve nation-​building through the inter-
action among indigenous language speakers and their inclusion in the academic and economic life of 
the nation. Learning more than one indigenous language entails being prepared to undertake social and 
economic activities among other ethnic groups. The policy, therefore, realises that a balanced language 
policy approach is essential in preparing students to be prospective entrants in the local and international 
labour force.

However, student voices are largely missing in the language policy debate. Their views not only as 
primary beneficiaries of the policy but also as actors with first-​hand experience of the language question 
in teaching and learning are vital to the policy's success in effecting social change. The study aims to 
consider the voices of students and lecturers regarding the feasibility of multilingualism, with a particular 
focus on indigenous languages as mediums of teaching and learning.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW

There is a growing research interest in university language policies and their relevance to multilingual-
ism in the context of incorporating indigenous languages. The drive for multilingualism is underpinned 
by the decolonisation perspectives, which emphasise the inclusion of indigenous populations in the 
formal education system, which, from its colonial inception, is conventionally dominated by Western 
languages, such as English, as a medium of instruction. Conversely, multilingualism invokes the need 
to internationalise universities amid ever-​growing neoliberal globalisation. In this context, national and 
international policy imperatives in developing and developed nations compel universities to promote 
multilingualism.

Decolonisation Perspectives

Theoretically, the promotion of multilingualism is underpinned by the relational dimension of decol-
onisation (Kessi et al., 2020). In their exposition on decolonising education in the African context, Kessi 
et al. distinguish four dimensions of the decolonisation agenda. These are structural, epistemic, personal 
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