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Are San children in Botswana capable of acquiring English?
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Abstract

Current research from two decades ago indicates that San children are not capable of acquiring English due to
various reasons. Despite this argument, this paper argues that San children are capable of acquiring English.
Through qualitative research, the study employed open ended questionnaires, interviews, site visits and field
notes to examine the problem. The study sampled San learners from a number of classes to examine whether
indeed the problem was still prevalent. The results indicated that San children were not capable of acquiring
English. However, a visit to a primary school in a rural setting at Tsumkwe village in Namibia indicated that
indeed San children were capable of acquiring English if learners were taught in both mother tongue and
English at the start of their primary education and were also taught by teachers from the same ethnic groups.
The significance of this paper is that it will help the educational fraternity in Botswana to rethink and reflect on
how San children should be taught to acquire English. The conclusion is that it is vital to review Botswana
language-in-education policy to include mother tongue education and reflect on teacher classroom practices to
address linguistically complex classes.
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INTRODUCTION Tsumkwe in Namibia who spoke good English in the
Problems affecting San education are not unique to village, school and rural settlements. This was a
Botswana. They are reported in other countries such striking phenomenon that made the researcher
as South Africa, Namibia and Angola. The main issue curious to find out how the San in that area manage
of concern is that the languages of instruction used in to speak English, something that was regarded as
schools attended by San children impede learning difficult in Botswana. Therefore, this paper could
generally. As a result, San children lose interest in make a significance difference in the way teachers
school and decide to dropout. This is not to say that have been thinking about the San children not
language is the only problem that “drives” San acquiring English. Further, the Ministry of Education
learners from schools. There are other contributory could reflect and review the language policy to
factors. The Literature indicates that San are not include mother tongues especially at the initial stages
capable of comprehending and understanding English of learning. Again, the ministry could think about
(le Roux, 1999; Hays, 2002; Polelo, 2004). Some of training San teachers to assist in teaching San
the contributory factors are that San learners go to children in primary schools in schools attended by
school speaking their home languages and languages San children for them to benefit academically. This
of ethnically dominating groups in their area and not would go a long way in changing the lives of San
necessarily Setswana and English. Setswana is children in schools and outside.

introduced when they begin schools and it is used as

a medium of instruction for one school calendar year. The San in Botswana
English is introduced before learners can master The San are spread all over Botswana. They are
Setswana which they have learnt for less than a year. found in districts such as Ghanzi, Central, North East,

Then English as a language of instruction is used in Ngamiland, Kgatleng, and Chobe. Other names that
subsequent years of primary schooling. This becomes refer to the same ethnic group are Bushmen and
a problem for San learners because they struggle with Basarwa. The most commonly used and accepted
the structures and concepts of the two languages. term is San (Hays, 2006, i). Their population is
Consequently, most of the San learners begin to estimated to be around 50 000 (Nyati-Ramahobo,
disengage from school, not complete their education, 2000). The San are thought to have inhabited the
and thus remain missing in Botswana academic, Kalahari for several thousand years (Nguluka &
social, political and economical. However, this paper Gunnestad, 2011). They practised nomadic hunting
argues that this situation can be changed; it is and gathering. However, their traditional economy
possible that San learners can acquire English if the has changed over the years due to loss of land and
approach to the teaching and learning processes is access to important natural resources (Boko, 2002).
reviewed. The researcher’s conviction that the As a result, their lives are now characterised by
problem of inability to acquire English by San severe poverty, lack of income and education, low
learners in Botswana can be addressed emanates from literacy levels (Remote Area Development
her experiences with San learners and villagers at Programme 2003:7). The rights of the San to land are
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tenuous. Some keep a few livestock, a few cultivate
crops, and a few others hunt and gather and work for
drought relief. Most of them are unemployed and
thus live in poverty.

Regarding the issue of language, there are 17 or more
San languages and they are distinct. According to
Saugestad (2000:167) it is vital to find common
characteristics in some San languages and group
them together. This would reduce the number of
languages as far as possible. However, the discovery
of some speakers of Southern languages has
expanded this group and many uncertainties remain.
Some symbols of the International Phonetic
Association to denote the click sound has been used.

Shifts in language-in-education policies in
Botswana
Since independence, there has been no clear

language-in-education policy (LiEP) in schools.
Botswana recognised only two languages in the
education system: English and Setswana. Setswana
was accepted as the medium of instruction for the
first two to three years at primary school level while
transition to English varied according to the language
competence of the teacher (Molosiwa, 2005).
Although English was supposedly the language used
for teaching and learning after grade three, this was
more of theory than practice, because teachers were
allowed to code-switch between Setswana and
English at lower grades to facilitate students
understanding (National Commission on Education,
1977). It was not uncommon to find Setswana being
used as a medium of instruction in standard 7 classes
(Republic of Botswana, 1993).

In 1977, a task force named the National Commission
on Education (NCE) was appointed by the Botswana
government to conduct a review of Botswana’s
education system. The aim of the task force was to
look into the entire education system, identify major
problems and submit recommendations for
improvement in education. The Commission
recommended the use of Setswana over English at
lower primary. The commission argued that grade 3
was too early to introduce learners to English. Further
the commission argued that the use of English at
lower primary promoted low literacy in Setswana
language which was needed for national identity and
the development of national culture. In this regard,
Setswana was given priority in the education system.
Further, the Commission suggested that the national
attainment tests be changed to correspond with the
use of Setswana at lower primary, hence, the tests
were set in Setswana (Republic of Botswana, 1977).
Consequently, there was a change in the LiEP to
formalise the use of Setswana at lower primary.

Problems were later identified with this policy. It was
observed that since English is the language of the
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examinations, learners were not proficient in the
language by the time they write their Primary School
Leaving Examinations (Republic of Botswana, 1993).
In view of these problems the government set up
another commission to review the entire educational
system in 1993 known as the Revised National Policy
on Education 1993. This commission felt that the
language policy in use denied the child the mastery of
the main language tool needed for better achievement
in primary school, academic achievement and the
world of work. It was believed that their lack of
fluency and competence in English was due to the
late introduction of English.

The current language-in-education policy of
Botswana was rolled out in 2000. The Report on
National Policy on Education (1993:111) states that
when considering a language policy in primary
education the main aim should be to improve learning
achievement for all groups in the population, and
remove barriers affecting particular groups of the
population. The policy recommended that English
should be used as the medium of instruction from
standard two as soon as practicable (Republic of
Botswana, 1994: 59). The policy also stated that
Setswana should be used as a language of instruction
at standard 1. This was done to use Setswana as a
unifying force.

To the San children there are implications with such a
policy. They go to school only able to speak home
languages and none of the school languages. Some of
them hear about the languages for the first time at
school because at home the medium of
communication is San languages. The learners learn
Setswana for a few months and before they could
master it, English is introduced. This causes
confusion and frustration among San learners because
they struggle with the syntax and morphology of the
two languages and the concepts as well. Further, the
development of these two languages is done by
teachers who do not have a common language with
San learners. This makes the teaching and learning
process even more complex and frustrating.

METHODOLOGY

This paper is part of a larger study that investigated
whether or not the language-in-education policy is
implemented in Botswana primary schools. The study
adopted a qualitative approach with multi-case
technique. The objectives of the study were to
investigate whether or not the policy was
implemented in ethnically and linguistically complex
classrooms, what strategies were used by
implementers, what were the challenges (if any) and
also establish what solutions were available to
address the challenges.

The study was done in six districts out of a possible
nine. The schools that were selected were those that



admitted learners from ethnically and linguistically
complex environments both in rural and urban areas.
However, in all the six schools involved only three
schools had San learners, rural primary schools: A, B
and C and these were the schools that this paper
focused on. In school A, 30% of the learners were
San. In school B, 50% of the learners were San while
in school C 30% were San.

The teachers were the key participants in this study
because they were the direct implementers of the
policy; hence their classroom experiences and
practices helped to paint a clear picture about the
implementation process. The school management and
principal education officers were involved in the
study as policy implementers at supervisory level.
However, their views will not be shared in this paper
because they were not directly involved in teaching.
The students’ artefacts were scrutinised to see how
they responded to the policy implementation.

The sample of the study involved teachers at standard
one, two, four and seven. Standard one teachers were
important for this study because it is at that level
Setswana as a language of instruction is used. Hence,
in each of these primary schools; two standard one
classes were studied. Standard two teachers were also
important because this was where the transition from
Setswana to English took place. Therefore, two
standard two classes were observed. Standard four
teachers were involved in the sample because learners
write attainment tests at this level and it was
important to observe whether at this stage they had
acquired the languages of instruction. One class in
each school was observed. Standard seven teachers
were involved because the learners wrote their
Primary School Leaving Examinations and it was
important to check their levels of proficiency in the
languages of instructions at this level. Only one
standard seven class in each school were involved.
All in all eighteen classes with San learners were
observed.

The study wused open ended questionnaires,
interviews, classroom observations and field notes.
The open ended questionnaires allowed teachers to
open up about policy implementation and share their
views and experiences. The interviews allowed face
to face interaction to close the gaps left by the open
ended questionnaires. The classroom observations
aimed to confirm or refute information derived from
the questionnaires and the interviews. Data from all
the instruments was compiled according to major
themes and subthemes.

This study has limitations because it did not cover
primary schools in all regions of Botswana, however,
the idea is not to generalise information but to
contribute to sharing concerns on issues that could
assist in developing Botswana education system.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This paper is grounded on Constructivism Learning
Theory. Initially the theory was based on the work of
Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky, but for this paper,
Hein’s contribution on the same theory shall be used.
This theory has major implications on the goals
teachers set for their learners, their instructional
strategies, and the methods of assessment utilised by
school personnel in documenting genuine learning.
One of the principles of this theory is that people
construct their own understanding and knowledge of
the world through experiencing things and reflecting
on those experiences. When learners encounter
something new, they have to reconcile it with their
previous ideas and experience, maybe changing what
learners believe or discarding new information as
irrelevant. Learners are active creators of their
knowledge and therefore they must ask questions,
explore and assess what they know.

Other principles of this theory are discussed by Hein
(1991) as follows: learning involves language.
Language influences learning because people talk to
themselves as they learn and build a collection of
arguments. This suggests that native language plays
an important role in the early learning processes, as
such; it has to be nurtured and used in learning.
Secondly, one needs knowledge to learn. The
constructivism learning theory posits that it is not
possible to assimilate new knowledge without having
some structure developed from the previous
knowledge to build on. Therefore efforts to teach
must be able to connect to the new knowledge the
learner is receiving to the learners’ previous
knowledge. Thirdly, proponents of this theory argue
that learning is contextualised. This is based on the
fact that learners do not learn facts and theories in
some abstract manner that separates our knowledge
from our lives. Learners learn in relationship to what
they know, what they believe, our prejudices and
their fears. In this regard, learners cannot divorce
their learning from their lives. Fourthly, learning is an
active process in which the learner uses sensory input
and constructs meaning out of it. Learning is not
passive acceptance of knowledge which exists ‘out
there’ but that learning involves the learners engaging
with the world. According to Hein (1991) this
requires that learners need to engage in physical
hands on activities that will help them to think and
do. Again, the theory states that it takes time to learn
and it is important that teachers provide repeated
exposure to acquire information is necessary to
revisit, ponder ideas, try them out and playing with
the critical. Lastly, motivation is a key component in
learning. Therefore learners need to understand the
reasons why they need to learn.

The above principles require teachers to use different
teaching methods and practices in their classrooms.
They also need to reflect, transform, change and help



learners create more knowledge by tapping into
learners pre-existing knowledge. The theory requires
teachers to change their roles in the classrooms and
allow learners to learn with more challenging
learning styles and be able to dig into their cognitive
skills, explore and discover information, analyse
concepts and apply them to real life situations.
Further, the theory requires teachers to make learning
relevant through using the learners’ knowledge and
culture in the classrooms. This would help learners to
relate learning with their lives. In overall
constructivism learning theory requires learners to be
provided with ever broadening tools to keep learning
and developing strong abilities to integrate new
information.

Furthermore, the constructivism learning theory
requires learners to take responsibility of their
learning. They need to open up to receive new
information through being active learners, listeners
and doers in the classroom. They need to explore,
interact, dialogue and negotiate learning among
themselves with guidance and assistance from
teachers.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Le Roux (1999) points out that wherever they attend
school, most San children begin their formal
education in a second language (Setswana). Before
they have fully mastered this language the tuition
changes to English. Le Roux believes that learners
should be taught in their mother tongue at the initial
stages of learning. Consistent with the latter, Hays
(2002) argues that the experience of San children in
the education system has largely been one of
marginalisation and failure in government schools.
The barrier to their participation and success in the
formal education system are great. Consequently,
there are high dropout and failure rate among San
learners partly due to language barriers.

Further, Polelo (2004) conducted a study in Kweneng
District in a junior secondary school and found that
both the Bakgalagari and San learners experience a
problem of language barrier which makes it difficult
for them to understand concepts and relate them to
their lives. Bolaane & Saugestad (2006) believe that
San children experience language barrier in schools
and as a result find it difficult to conceptualise issues
which in turn make them decide to drop out of
school. The duo argues for mother tongue education
for learners to conceptualise ideas. Mokibelo &
Moumakwa (2006) conducted a study at
Motshegaletau Primary School where most of the
student population is San. The findings indicated that
San children have difficulty in comprehending and
understanding English and thus not perform well in
the PSLE. A follow up study was done at Mothamo
Junior Secondary school. The findings indicated that
San children are not able to read and understand
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English text, are not able to relate the culture of the
written texts to their cultures and this leads to poor
academic performance and high school dropout
(Mokibelo 2008). Another follow up study was done
on learners at Diphuduhudu settlement. The objective
of this study was to find out why the learners who sat
for Botswana Government Certificate in Secondary
Education with Botswana College of Distance and
Open Learning did not perform well despite sitting
for the examination for the second time. The
expectation was that if they resat the examinations,
their performance would improve. However, the
results worsened. The findings indicated that the
students had a problem with English (Mokibelo,
2009). They did not read with understanding, their
work was characterised by a lot of grammatical errors
and therefore most of them lost interest in school.
This does not mean that there were no other
problems. It only means that English was a major
contributory factor to their failure.

The findings from previous researches all indicate
that San learners had a problem of language barrier in
schools resulting from the current languages of
instruction especially English. These findings come a
long way from when the San were initiated into
formal education. There seem to be no action taken to
address the language problems even though
recommendations have been made from several
researches to address this problem.

THE RESULTS OF THE CURRENT STUDY

The results of this study indicate that in school A,
30% of the learners were San. The teachers of
standards one, two, four and seven reported that San
learners performed poorly in English and general
academic learning. Their problem is more
pronounced than that of the Baherero. One teacher in
school A demonstrated this when he said: “San
children have a problem. They do not understand
English especially when they are still fresh from
home. They cannot communicate.” In this regard, San
children are always silent in lessons; they cannot
write anything sensible and therefore fail the standard
4 attainment tests. Further, they fail the Primary
school Leaving Examinations and this lowers the
passing rates. Another teacher in school A said,
“when you look at the list of names of candidates who
scored grade D in standard seven examinations, they
are San names. They all failed last year.” According
to the teachers, San learners have a negative attitude
towards learning and school in general. The
researcher observed that San learners in this school
were shy to answer questions, silent during lessons
and some dozed off during lessons.

It school B in Kweneng District, 50% of the student
population were San. Teachers of standards one, two,
four and seven reported that San children do not cope
with English and this leads to poor academic



performance. The teachers argued that San children
do not participate in class and they show no interest
in school. Due to this, some decide to drop out of
school. The few that remain dismally fail the
examinations. One of the teachers said in frustration,
“other ethnic groups are better, I do not understand
what is wrong with San children. They cannot speak
or write a word of English. Even if you give them
pictures and words to match they fail to do so. I
cannot really tell what their problem is.”The
researcher also observed in this school that San
learners did not participate in classes and they did not
contribute in group work and were silent most of the
time.

In school C, 30% of the student population are San.
The teachers of standard one, two, four and seven
reported that San children do not cope with the
school languages and most of them decide to drop out
of school. The learners’ second language is Afrikaans
and therefore they find it difficult to understand
English which is a different language altogether.
Consequently, their writings are characterised by
grammatical errors. One of the teachers said, “these
children are stubborn, they do not want to learn and
can’t speak a word of English, How can they write
the language? We try to drill them and it doesn’t
work.””’

The researcher observed that some of the San learners
pretended to be writing during lesson time but did not
write a single word of English, they failed to follow
instructions, and could not read English words on the
board although they could tell what the pictures
represented in their language. This means that they
did not wunderstand what English characters
represented.

The relevant question in this study is: why are San
learners in Botswana primary schools not capable of
acquiring English? It was observed from the study
that children were taught by teachers from different
backgrounds. There was no common language
between teachers and learners and this made the
teaching and learning processes frustrating. The
learners’ knowledge from home could not be shared
in class because the teachers’ and students’ cultures
were different. The concerns reported by teachers
that San learners lose interest and have a negative
attitude towards school could be the outcome of not
understanding the languages of instruction, and not
that San learners do not want to learn. The problem is
that they cannot relate what they learn with their
experiences at home. There is a gap between home
and school created by the languages of instruction.

Another interesting phenomenon is that in school A,
a cook was used to interpret information to learners
to address the communication problems. However,
the cook spoke only Otjiherero and could not
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interpret concepts to San children. In school B, there
was a teacher aide who only spoke one Shekgalagari
dialect and interpreted information to Bakgalagari
only and not San children. These were interesting
issues because the main problem identified regarded
the San children. None of the interventional strategies
used addressed problems of San learners who have a
critical problem. Again, the researcher could note
negative attitude towards San learners in all the
schools. Teachers had given up hope on San learners
acquiring English; they could not try teaching and
learning methods that are appropriate for San learners
to help them acquire English. This negative attitude
could brew low self esteem on learners especially that
they were told by teachers that they were not capable
of acquiring English.

Important to note is that most of San learners were
already multilingual when they started school. Why
then is it impossible for them to acquire English
when they had already acquired two to three
languages? San children speak other languages that
are dominant in their areas., languages that are not
related to theirs. It is now a concern if they cannot
acquire the school languages when they are already
multilingual. Lastly, it was possible that the negative
attitude made them uncomfortable and thus unable to
try anything new in class.

What complicates San children from acquiring
English?

Some of the scholars have ventured into research to
try and find out some of the contributory factors that
impede San children from acquiring English.
Although, these are not the only reasons, Batibo &
Tsonope (2000) have an answer for this anomaly,
they argue that; a) the distance between San
languages and English is wide in terms of
morphology and syntax; b) English and San
languages use different characters and symbols and
some of the symbols do not appear in the normal key
boards; ¢) an languages are characterised by vowel
extensions that are not there in English. For example,
(Xaaqoroo - San) (baby — English). The
pronunciation and characters are far apart.

According to Batibo & Tsonope (2000) these are
some of the problems that impede on learners to
acquire English. Also, there are problems with the
adoption of International Phonetic Association based
orthography in Botswana, English is represented by
the Roman alphabets which San languages do not, the
Roman alphabets are used quite differently. Looking
closely at the reasons advanced above, indeed, they
could disturb the learning and acquisition of English
regarding the San children. Despite these problems
advanced, there are other San who have been through
tertiary education in Botswana and even attended
schools internationally where the language of
instruction is English. These San have been through



the same learning conditions and environment, the
big question is how did they cope? Today, some of
these San are working in international offices and
hold high positions. They also attend conferences and
meetings internationally and present papers in
English. The issue of concern is that they are only a
handful of them. They could be more. Why are the
rest not coping with English to overcome the many
educational obstacles on their way? Can we still
blame the distance between English and San
languages? Further, the Chinese and Japanese also
use different graphics that are nowhere near the
Roman alphabets but those who had exposure to
English speak it fluently, what is then different from
the San situation in Botswana?

The idea to call for the San languages to also use
Roman alphabets conflicts with the aim to create
internationally unified orthographies for Khoesan
languages. This issue of national unity of Khoesan
orthography could results in San conflicts and also
splits by their use of different orthographies (Batibo
& Tsonope, 2000). Namibia has invested and printed
resources it uses to educate San children. The other
thing to note is that there is a disparity in the symbols
used for Khoesan languages in Botswana and
Namibia. More importantly, Batibo& Tsonope note
that there are materials, which have been developed
under the auspices of the Nyae Nyae Development
Foundation (Tsumkwe) which they believe, could be
adapted to the Botswana environment. The discussion
above does not indicate any difficulty in promoting
and developing San languages.

San in Tsumkwe

Further to the issue of using English as a medium of
instruction at standard one, the researcher would like
to share an experience observed in Namibia at a rural
village called Tsumkwe in the Nyae Nyae
Conservancy in Namibia which is dominated by the
San and a small proportion of Baherero ethnic
groups. This experience is outside this research study
but it is worth mentioning so that we can learn a
lesson from it. This observation made the researcher
to deeply reflect about English and San in Botswana.
The situation was different at Tsumkwe, the San
people communicated in English, San children
communicated in English in the village and at school.
We went to view the Living Museum in rural
settlements, the San adults were the ones explaining
to us their projects in English. The San adults
communicated in San languages, Afrikaans and
English. In similar rural settlements in Botswana one
would not expect a San to be fluent in English. We
had a meeting with the San Nyae Nyae Conservancy
committee, they were communicating in English.
They made an effort to speak in English without fear.
This was seen as a giant step by the researcher.
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We then went to an office in Tsumkwe where we
found a mobile school principal for schools in rural
settlements. The principal, who is a San and also a
well travelled man around the world, was fluent in
English. When the researcher asked him why the San
in Tsumkwe and surrounding settlements were fluent
in English he said; “the learners’ are taught in
English and mother tongue from grade one by San
teachers.” The principal also showed us some books
printed in Jo/huansi, something that Botswana
government claims is not possible due to lack of
funds and multiplicity of San languages (see
Gaumakwe, 2010; Nkate, 2006). As a follow up on
the interviews with the mobile school head, we then
went to Tsumkwe Primary School hostel where we
met teachers who were teaching at Tsumkwe primary
school and asked them why their learners were able
to communicate in English. One of the teachers said,

..the learners come to school

without speaking a single word of

English. They start to learn in

English and mother tongue at school

from standard one. We try by all

means to speak English to the

learners. We also talk to them in San

languages. Everybody is committed

and dedicated to this exercise. It

works for us. Then we drill the

learners in sounds in English until

the learners get used to it.. (a

Teacher at Tsumkwe Primary

School hostel, June 2012)

Looking at what the mobile school principal and
teachers said, the researcher noted that there seems
to be a lot of -collaboration and effective
communication between the teachers and school
management and their external supervisors,
something that seem to be lacking in Botswana
situation especially in schools —rural primary schools
researched. For example in Tsumkwe, when a learner
decides to go and see the parents in rural settlements,
they are given a school card to take to the school in
the settlement. This card has details of the learner, the
standard he is doing and how far they are with the
curriculum so that he can continue his education
during the visit. When he goes back to school, the
child gets a report to hand over to the school principal
and class teacher. How important is this exercise?
The culture of being nomadic is nurtured; there is
continuity, monitoring and supervision. The child
does not miss school and can attend school wherever
he visits. With this experience the researcher learnt
that: a) the lack of acquisition of English by San
children talked about in Botswana primary schools
can be overcome; b) the distance between San
languages and English can be bridged with the
appropriate methods and materials that are
contextualised to the learners’ culture; c) starting
English early as a medium of instruction and mother



tongue concurrently at standard one with the
appropriate methods and training of San teachers
could improve the situation in learners who are in the
same situation as those in Tsumkwe; d) change of
attitude towards San education is necessary so that
learners can be taught with a positive attitude that
they can gain proficiency in English; e) learners
could also be taught by teachers who speak the same
languages as they do; f) Setswana should be taught as
a subject because in reality it is not mother tongue to
all Botswana citizenry and it should not be imposed
on non-Setswana speaking learners as a first
language.

In essence, the Tsumkwe observation and experience
made the researcher to believe that we may not be
doing something right in the Botswana education
system. If the learners and adults in Tsumkwe from
San community could acquire English why can’t San
in Botswana acquire English when they basically
have similar characteristics of languages with clicks,
socio-economic background and related problems
such as running away from school?

Under these circumstances it may be necessary to
find out what exactly leads to lowered expectations in
the Botswana classrooms, but the issue of the
distance between San languages and English may no
longer hold water because in Tsumkwe there are San
who speak, read and write in English. In the same
place, there are San who are empowered, responsible
and manage their own community development
projects and explain them to tourists in English. In
addition, they speak other languages such as
Otjiherero, Afrikaans and their own mother tongues
fluently. There is a difference between Botswana and
the Tsumkwe situation. The difference observed is
that, in Botswana a) the learners are taught by
teachers who do not speak the learner’s home
languages and have different backgrounds and have
nothing in common to share b) the learners are not
taught in mother tongue at the initial stages of
learning and therefore this does not welcome them to
the school environment; c) the culture of the learners
is not reflected in the teaching and learning process,
and therefore learners find the concepts foreign.
Collaboration needs to be developed; decisions need
to be shared on issues affecting the implementation of
the LiEP for effective implementation in various
contexts for the benefit of the San child.

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

The scenarios presented above raised a number of
issues. It is possible that San children in Botswana
are capable of acquiring the necessary basic language
skills in English if teaching and learning approaches
can be reviewed. First, the language-in-education
policy should be inclusive of mother tongue
education. A gap has been identified of the language
barrier, but it is only mentioned and discussed by
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researchers and yet no action is taken to address the
long standing problem created by the policy. The
constructivism learning lheory emphasises that since
learning involves languages, it is important that the
learners use their native languages to express
themselves in speaking and writing. The San learners
are not using any of their San languages for learning
and therefore they do not have a language to express
their ideas, culture and the knowledge they receive.
The language used only produces silence, lack of
participation and lack of acquisition of English. The
language used makes students who know how to
count, sing, tell stories and play games in their
languages not to utilise them at school due to
language barrier. The foundation could be laid in
their own languages, using their own languages will
unravel the mystery of why they are not coping with
English in Botswana; it will remove the blocking
stones and pave way to positive learning.

The local interventional strategies used to address
lack of acquisition of English are not for the San
learners. Teacher aide and cook are engaged to assist
other ethnic groups. Although a problem was
identified and seen to be magnified in San children,
the interventional strategies sought only addressed
other ethnic groups. It could be given a try in schools
with San children to provide trained teacher aides to
translate and interpret. For example, Bokamoso Trust
in Ghanzi trains such teachers to teach in preschools
where learners who go to school speaking different
home languages from the school languages attend.
The Bokamoso Trust could train teachers for the
government for each of the San languages and allow
them to teach in their areas. In Tsumkwe, San
children are taught by teachers from the same ethnic
groups who understand the background and culture of
San children. Also, the matron and other supportive
staff are San. This means that the San children and
their teaching and supportive staff have something in
common to share — a language, culture and
background. If learners are taught by teachers from
the same ethnic group, they will be able to
contextualise learning to the life and experiences of
the learners. Further, the learners will be able to
associate their lives with new knowledge and apply it
to real life situations. According to the constructivism
learning theory, learners need to have repeated
exposure to concepts and learning. The use of teacher
aides and cooks who do not use the learners’
languages would not address the problem. The
solution is in providing the correct remedies through
engaging them, having hands on involvement,
allowing them to speak, read and write using
activities that are relevant to their background. Show
them videos related to their culture and let them talk
about them in their language and English.

Given the fact that San learners are not performing
well academically, would educationists, researchers,



politicians and parents all allow the problem to
persist for decades? If the problem affected other
learners from the major and elite groups in Botswana
society would it have been allowed to drag for so
long? From the review of literature, the problem of
language barrier has been identified for more than
two decades, but things are not improving. Is it a
political problem? Is it an educational problem? Why
is the Botswana government not able to address the
San education problem more so it seems more
magnified in San children? These questions are
relevant in that they have not been addressed for long
and research and reports written have been
highlighting the same problem. constructivism
learning theory states that learning is a social activity
and therefore it requires concerted effort from the
society and communities. The involvement of the
families, teachers, parents and other relevant bodies
would make it everybody’s problem. The Bokamoso
Trust does it, it involves the parents and community
to be part of pupils learning although it ends only
after preschool. Its extension to primary schooling
could bear fruits.

Again, it is important that teachers give learners
activities that will keep them on their toes, activities
that will make them explore information, interact
with other learners and relate the learning with their
experiences and lives — but in a language they can be
able to express the activities and English. Freire
(1993: 61) argues that “the teacher is no longer
merely the one who teaches, but one who is himself
taught with the students, who in turn while being
taught also teaches. They become jointly responsible
for a process in which all grow.” Also, the
constructivism learning theory requires that learning
be taken as an active process that puts the learning
responsibilities on the learners. The learners are
required to be engaged in various activities that will
tap into their experiences and physical involvement is
believed to be a necessary condition for learning. So
this will help learners to acquire English.

The San communities have also a mammoth task
ahead of them. They need to identify a common
language/s that can be used as a medium of
instruction together with English. Some of the
languages are already in print. This can be done, after
research, consultations, decision making with San
groups and strike a compromise that does not
disadvantage most of the San communities. The
language/s decided upon would be a San language/s.
From the seventeen or more San languages, which
one does have common characteristics with others?
To arrive at this, the San people need to unite, cut the
chains between them and believe in themselves that it
is possible. Their voices need to be heard in this
matter. The training of San teachers is possible for
primary school classes. This would go a long way in
initiating San children into the education system that
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seems to kick them out immediately they start
schooling. Together with a San language, English
would be taught and if there are interpretations,
translations done, discussions or debates will be done
in both English and San languages.

Namibia has taken the necessary steps to print
material for teaching and learning in ‘Jo/huansi’
because it is spoken by the majority in the Tsumkwe
area. So far there are seventeen San languages in
Botswana and this could be cumbersome and costly
to print all of them for teaching and learning. The
Naro Language Project in D’Kar in Ghanzi
(Botswana) has printed religious and literacy
materials to improve literacy among the Naro
speakers. The materials are both in Naro and English.
The project has produced a Bible and some biblical
stories for Christians to read. Again, literacy
materials are available in stories, drama, one word
translations and writings. This is a break through
because the Naro in Ghanzi are improving their
literacy skills and some of them have gained
confidence in themselves and attend workshops
where they confidently present in their language and
in English. What the Naro language project does, is
encouraged by the constructivism learning theory,
learning  with  your native language for
conceptualisation and cultural preservation.

In Botswana, there are San learners who went
through the same education system and are graduates.
For example, through the efforts of the San Research
Centre some of the learners have gone through
masters, degree and diploma programmes at tertiary
level. Although they are few compared to their
counterparts from other ethnic groups in Botswana,
they remain shining in the remote and rural areas of
Botswana where they come from. These graduates
could be our starting point; they are capable of
learning English, because the tertiary programmes
that they went through use English as a medium of
instruction. Like the researcher mentioned earlier, we
need to look for a better approach to help the San
learners.

CONCLUSION

Ideally English as a subject and medium of
instruction should transform learners to develop and
grow into better citizens of Botswana and therefore, it
is possible that San children are capable of acquiring
English when using the appropriate approaches,
learning styles and culturally relevant materials. It is
possible for San learners to acquire English if they
are initiated into the education system in a language
they understand best together with English. Bilingual
education and the constructivism learning theory
encourage learning that begins with learners’ home
languages and this should be seen to be occurring in
classrooms. Further, learners need to be actively
involved with activities that will make them to



interact, discuss and debate first in their own
languages while at the same time learning English. It
is important for the education system in general as
well as the teachers to reflect on their teaching
approaches and contextualise them to San children
and believe that not all learners should be treated the
same way. In the whole world people wear different
sizes for different reasons, the day we will believe
that English would be acquired the same way in all
ethnic groups then we will be missing the point and
keep on believing that San are not able to acquire
English and yet they are capable of acquiring it. It is
important to believe in change, the current San
situation regarding the acquisition of English can be
changed.
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