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Abstract

Contact between Shona and English dates back to many decades ago during the colonial era. There are historical
circumstances that influenced their contact and coexistence. Since then the English language has become dominant
in most socio-cultural, historical, economic and educational contexts. Focus of the study is on the effects of code-
mixing within Shona first language speaking homes. Previous researchers have tended to shy away from the fact that
the community’s attitude towards English and code-mixing is paving way for the use of English terms instead of the
existing Shona terms, hence Shona first language learners are no longer acquiring pure Shona, but diluted with
English terms. Shona, especially in urban middle to high class family homes is in decline in favour of English which
is a language of wider communication. The type of Shona transmitted from generation to generation is slowly losing
its originality as some Shona terms are no longer used in daily conversations as revealed by this study. Shona
language is in danger of being swallowed by English as it is the language of instruction even used to teach Shona as
a subject and most people take pride in using it. There is therefore need to come up with language revitalisation
programmes to try and protect the Shona language. This paper is meant to make policy makers aware of the dangers
of using English as a language of wider communication and gives suggestions on how to serve the local languages

from losing their originality.
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INTRODUCTION

The colonial era left permanent marks in the lives of the
affected. Bilingualism and multilingualism are part of
the legacy of colonialism. In Zimbabwe these two
concepts have presented challenges in first language
development. English-Shona contact has seen English
enjoying more prominence over Shona as it is viewed as
the high (H) variety and has high prestige. Shona is
viewed as the low (L) variety, and has low prestige.
This therefore means that proficiency and competency
in English is associated with high class and high levels
of education. Proficiency and competency in Shona is
associated with low class and low educational
qualifications. This segregation began in the days of
colonialism as propounded by Spencer (1971) who says
The Advisory Committee on Native Education reported
that one of the reasons why Africans sent their children
to school was to learn English as it was seen as the
legitimate advancement in civilisation. It is from back
then that English began to be used as a medium of
instruction in education and other economic and
sociocultural spheres in Zimbabwe.

Code-mixing is becoming a norm especially with the
Shona middle and high class society due to bilingualism
or multilingualism. In their daily conversations they can
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hardly finish a simple Shona structure without bringing
in English terms even when there is a Shona term to use,
they replace it with an English one. The argument that
indigenous languages like Shona have limited
vocabulary does not apply because they are Shona terms
that are replaced consciously or unconsciously due to
the speaker’s preference for the English language or
being used to communicating in English. Language
developers are exposed to Shonglish, a variation which
may lead to change of some aspects of the Shona
language in future.

BACKGROUND

It is important to understand that there are some local
languages that are now under threat of losing their
originality due to contact with the colonizers’ language.
One of the major consequences of bilingualism is code-
mixing. In language development research code-mixing
refers to a developmental stage during which children
mix elements of more than one language (Pavlenko,
2011). Pavlenko further argues that starting at the
bubbling stage, young children in bilingual or
multilingual environments produce utterances that mix
elements of both or all their developing languages. It is
also known as language alteration whereby more than
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one language is used without pragmatic effects. Due to
the diglossic ranking of English as the high variety, the
use of English has been taken to reflect the community
members’ level of education and their social class,
therefore making it the most preferred by those in
middle and high class.

Adegbija and Obeng (1999) are of the argument that
language is usually a qualification to ethnic origin. In
concurrence, Obeng (2000:291) observes that,
“language preferences and ethnic identity pull together’.
In Zimbabwean communities the (H) and the (L)
dichotomy is justified in terms of social prestige. Some
Zimbabweans from the middle and high class now look
down upon their native languages taking pride in
English as the high variety. Local languages are being
suppressed as English terms are brought in here and
there as they converse in Shonaor code switch to
English. Children at the language development stage are
exposed to code-mixing and code-switching. In support,
Myhill (2009) points out that native speakers who are
proficient with the high prestige language in a bilingual
environment often try to avoid using the vernacular
language which is their mother tongue in favor of the
high prestige which is a foreign language.

Code-mixing has serious effects on the child’s language
development as he/she is exposed to two languages at
an early stage. In most middle and high class Shona
homes, there are English terms that are used in everyday
conversation slowly replacing the Shona words.
Language learners acquire these terms instead of the
Shona ones at the language development stage. They
only come to learn the Shona terms when they go to
school and start learning Shona as a subject. Bialystock
(2001) points out that most borrowed codes are used for
domestic conversations and are dropped at school going
age or in classroom environment when doing mother
tongue at school as a subject. This has created a
negative attitude towards Shona and hence poor
performance in the subject.

Fishman 1989, Larkey, Hecht and Martin 1993, Obeng
and Adegbija 1999 and Valdes 2000, in their studies of
the affiliation of language and ethnic identity revealed
that language and ethnic enclaves are commonly
generated in big towns because members of the same
ethnic and language group tend to flock together.
Therefore language and ethnic contact and conflict
between Shona and English are phenomenal in the
cities. This is where code-mixing is common as
compared to rural areas where there is still maintenance
of the original Shona terms and very limited code-
mixing in most homes. The fact that English is being
used as a medium of instruction in educational
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institutions starting as early as necessary school exposes
children to the language often referred to as Shonglish.
This is a mixed code of both Shona and English, an
anglicized Shona dialect. This variation may influence
change of some Shona language aspects in future.
Language shift is possible as it is influenced by
environmental issues where by in some families there is
suppression of L1 and so much use of L2.

Almost all bilingual children go through some period in
which they move from one language to another without
apparent discrimination. It is common in the Shona
society to hear children use both Shona and English in
one sentence, for example “Nhasi kumba kwedu tiri
kudya rice nechicken.” They are exposed to such
language as they start to develop the native language
and they take it to be normal. Some middle class and
high class families use such expressions in their daily
conversations. The Shona terms for rice and chicken do
exist but they are not often used or are never used in
these families.

In a bilingual or multilingual community, it is not
amisnomer to find speakers code-mixing. As long as
more than one language exist in a speech community
with each language having a role to play code-mixing
and code-switching is likely to take place. Bialystock
(2001:1) asserts that no language is immune to intrusion
from the barrage of words and phrases that rise out of
one language ...:English seem to interface with Shona
as some English words are borrowed and used within
Shona expressions even though Shona terms exist for
use in those instances. The acquisition of culture and
language go hand in hand as noted by Pavlenko 2011.
Code-mixing by children form culturally diverse
backgrounds must be evaluated and understood in terms
of the communicative competence they have developed
in English at home and in the community.

Sociolinguistic studies look at code mixing features as
that the language of variant elements are inserted in
other languages with no more functions. They view
code-mixing as the use of two or more languages by
putting in linguistic elements in one language into the
other language consistently. Code-mixing has to do with
who the speaker is, that is, his or her social background,
level of education, religion and other areas. Bialystock
(2001) argues that a speaker who masters many
languages will have high chances of mixing codes more
than one who mainly masters one or two languages.
Code-mixing or language alternation are used to
describe more stable situations in which multiple
languages are used without much pragmatic effects. The
child does not learn much of it apart from that needed
for ordinary domestic conversations.
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Cerdeno (2010:4) is of the view that even though
English does not convey the concrete image of a
particular country due to its global image, “it is
associated with values such as technological
advancement, innovation, creativity, sophistication or
entertainment.” This may answer the question why
some people practice code-mixing. There are factors
such as attitude, where by the speaker views the other
language English as high, role identification which is
when one wants to be identified with a certain social
class and the speakers background. These factors play
an essential role in influencing code-mixing. It is
therefore essential to analyze how much of the mother-
tongue especially of non-global languages like Shona
will survive over the years as code-mixing is
influencing acquisition of an anglicized Shona dialect
with a lot of borrowed phrases, words and clauses from
English, hence the production of “Shonglish.”

Problem Statement

Code-mixing is common in most formerly colonized
countries due to bilingualism which is one of the
legacies of colonialism. This has seen the mother-
tongue being suppressed in preference for the foreign
language as the colonisers’ languages are often used as
the language of instruction viewed as the high variety in
these countries. Due to political and economic reasons,
these foreign languages have an influence on the
language policies of their former colonies hence most
local languages are in danger of losing their originality
due to high preference of the foreign languages by the
local people. Nothing much is being done to serve these
languages because some of the policies passed are not
being adhered to. Shona language in Zimbabwe is one
of these endangered languages.

Limitations

The largest limitation of the study was the small sample
size and limited location due to time and financial
constraints. This restricted the researcher to the local
residence and could not focus on a larger population.
This had an impact on the quantity of data to be
analysed. The researcher could not go further to find out
the performance of these children as they start to do
Shona a subject at primary school. Further research
should focus on a larger scale and look at the effects of
code-mixing on the performance of children in Shona as
a subject.

METHODOLOGY

This study is based on a case study research which
involved use of interviews and questionnaires to collect
data for analysis. Participant observation was also used
as a natural way of getting information. Participant
observation is considered as, “an appropriate technique

266

for getting at real life in the real world and lacks
artificiality which is common with the other
techniques.”(Robson 1993:189). Since the researcher is
one of the members of the social classes selected for the
study she was also a participant observer who at some
point assumed a physical presence and in some
instances established some role within the group. This
allowed collection of firsthand information due to
contact with middle class and high class families over
the past years. Qualitative and quantitative methods
were used to analyze data or research results.

THEORY

The study has its basis on the behaviorist and
interactionist perspectives on first language acquisition.
The best known proponent of the behaviorist approach
to language learning was B.F Skinner in 1957. Skinner
came up with one of his major publications “Verbal
Behavior” which only focuses on objectively observable
behavior. Littlewood (1984) points out that Skinner’s
1957 publication captures the essence of the behaviorist
approach to language with emphasis on language as
behavior not a mental phenomenon. Skinner’s argument
is that language is learnt by a process of habit formation
just like other forms of human behavior and leaves out
an independent activity of the mind taking language
learning as nothing but just the acquisition of new
behavior based on the environmental conditions as
input. Conditioning in this theory is perceived as a
universal learning process.

Operant conditioning takes place when a correct
behavior is reinforced or a reward follows the correct
response to a stimulus and then the response becomes
more probable in future. Behavioral or operant
conditioning leads to language acquisition as the child
imitates sounds and the patterns which he or she hears
within the child’s language environment. Reinforcement
is given through some desirable reactions and the child
repeats the sound patterns until they become habits. The
child’s verbal behavior is shaped until it matches the
adult models.

It is therefore clear that the children use English terms
within a Shona context in their homes due to exposure
and if they are not corrected they continuously or
repeatedly use them as if they are part of their mother
tongue until school going age. These English words
become part of their vocabulary and are used in day to
day speech. The use of English words within Shona
utterances does not affect the child’s linguistic
competence but the performance that is actually
observed as they are exposed to people’s speech. It is
the acquisition of words and phrases in the second
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language but used within the first language structures
smoothly fitting them in.

Most children in bilingual families are exposed to two
different actual speech although they reach the same
underlying rules as other children in their community.
The learner’s language is not only shaped by external
influence but is also creatively constructed by the child
as he or she interacts with those within his or her
language environment. Therefore the fact that children
achieve more or less the same underlying system in
spite of their location and the type and amount of input
they receive exposes the weakness of habit formation as
central to language acquisition (Littlewood, 1984).

Language acquisition is also influenced by cognitive
factors. There is so much that takes place in the black
box of the learners mind. A lot is activated during
language acquisition and learners do more than just
responding to input. It is therefore an understatement to
rely on habit formation alone as the sole theory for first
language acquisition though behaviorism has an
essential role play in first language acquisition.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Variability in interlanguage

There are a number of issues that were revealed by this
study one of which is variability in inter-language in
language development. Due to English-Shona contact
there are families within the Shona society who have
adopted quite a number of English terms and use them
occasionally in their day to day conversations as part of
Shona. This has had negative effects on the originality
of the Shona language acquired by some children
nowadays thus placing Shona as one of the endangered
languages likely to be overtaken by English as there is
now a variable known as Shonglish which may lead to
language shift in future.

This study revealed that children from middle and high
class families are exposed to both Shona and English as
they are broughtup in a bilingual context. Code-mixing
is prominent in the child’s language environment.
Littlewood (1984) explains that in the behaviorist
approach to language acquisition the child’s
environment is seen as exerting the major influence as it
provides models which the child imitates and the
rewards which make learning of a language take place.
Most children in some Shona homes no longer acquire
the native language in its original form because of the
bilingual or multilingual environment they grow up in.

Observational studies made of the language that the
small children are exposed to by mothers, other family
members or baby carers revealed that there is now too
much code-mixing which has affected the originality of

the mother tongue or native language acquired by
children in a bilingual Shona society. Bernstein, in his
1971 thesis, argues that the distribution of codes
corresponds to social class difference as he identified
two different codes, an elaborate code and a restricted
code. Due to Shona-English contact it has been
impossible to have a monolingual society and children
are exposed to fragments of the other language or
languages. Its universal appeal has allowed English to
squarely deposit itself into the lexicons of the Shona
language.

Children from privileged social backgrounds typically
control the elaborate codes. This was witnessed through
participant observation as children from the upper and
middle class families used quite a number of English
words in their daily conversations, especially those from
the upper class families. At times they moved from
code-mixing to code-switching. In one instance one of
the children from the upper class observed switched to
English during their play with the use of such phrases
and sentences as: “stop it”,” I don’t like it”, “I want
water” and “bye see you tomorrow . Children from
high class families are well articulated in the English
language than those from low class because of their
linguistic and cultural background. The use of English
words within Shona conversations is now very common
with all social classes and most words used in code-
mixing are the same.

The table below shows some of the English terms
commonly used in day to day Shona utterances:

Table: 1 English words commonly used in place of
existing Shona words

English Shona

Cup komichi

Salt munyu

Sugar tsvigiri
chicken huku

Rice mupunga
porridge bota

Plate ndiro

Chair chigaro

Door musuwo/gonhi
window fasitera

Bag nhava
television dzangaradzimu
Radio chitikitiva
kitchen imba yokubikira
Water mvura
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The above table is a summary of some of the English
terms that Shona children acquire before they acquire
Shona terms for these items. Most of the terms are used
within the child’s language environment which is either
bilingual or multilingual. When the children were asked
to identify some items within the home they named
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them in English and not in Shona and when asked to get
certain items using Shona they got stuck not knowing
the Shona terms.The children were also asked to
identify colours and all sample colours the researcher
had were named in English. All the children observed
did not know even one colour in Shona. The use of
original Shona terms is rare in some middle class homes
and in some high class homes Shona has been
substituted for English.

The majority of the high class parents interviewed
explained that they use English in their homes as it is
the language they use at work and at the schools where
they take their children. They submitted that their
children have difficulties learning Shona as a subject
and have a negative attitude towards the language
though it is their mother tongue.75% of the interviewed
parents have pride in using English and want to be
identified with the English culture. They deliberately
use English with their children and rarely use Shona
especially when they have visitors.

Through questionnaires administered to 50 respondents
of the targeted population the study revealed that most
parents in middle class families are educated. Their
qualifications ranged from certificates, diplomas, first
degrees, masters and the majority was within the middle
ages. This qualified the assumption that their
educational  background, life  experiences and
professions influenced their language preferences. This
makes it difficult for the children to develop the original
mother tongue as they are exposed to code-mixing and
at times code-switching. Code- mixing has led to the
development of an interlanguage referred to as
Shonglish an anglicized Shona dialect.

There is now variability in interlanguage within the
language development stages as most urban middle and
high class children no longer acquire original Shona.
This variation may be a sign of change in future as
language shift is possible in situations where the mother
tongue is undermined and the second or foreign
language is uplifted. Due to Shona-English contact
code-mixing has become common in most Shona first
language speaking homes and in some homes it has
developed into code-switching which shows that these
families are slowly moving away from their original
language. The use of original Shona is in decline in
favour of English which is the prestigious high in
Zimbabwe.

The Survival of the Shona Language

The survival of the languages like Shona in Zimbabwe
are on a 50-50 basis. Shona is one of the endangered
languages in the sense that the Zimbabwean society is
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highly educated and the use of English in their home or
family conversations is very common. It is either the use
of English throughout or there is a lot of code-mixing
and code-switching. Use of all Shona through and
through is becoming rare.

Children in most families are exposed to two or more
languages and signs of code-mixing are realized as early
as the bubbling stages of language development.
Parents, family members and child minders, all use
more than one language. Most parents are educated and
their jobs or professions make them use English in most
instances, other family members are also educated to
such an extent that they use English with their
colleagues and minders available today have some
certain level of education that makes them able to use
English. In most cases children’s language environment
is characterized by both English and Shona so much that
the child ends up learning or acquiring Shonglish
instead of Shona as the mother tongue as children tend
to pick up a language from the environment.

There are certain English words that have become part
and parcel of the Shona language though Shona terms
exist for these words. Words such as “plate” have
replaced Shona terms as “ndiro” as you rarely have
Shona middle and high class citizens referring to ‘ndiro’
but plate. Even those within the so called low class
occasionally use ‘plate’ instead of ‘ndiro’.

The children only learn to use correct terms when at
school going age where they are taught their mother
language (Shona) as a subject. Children are not
acquiring the original mother tongue because bilingual
parents interviewed admitted that they code-mix in
almost every utterance they make regardless of who
their audience is, that included their siblings at the
language development stage. The study also revealed
that the average child of the middle and high class
families start code-mixing as early as the language
development stages. Bloomer and Wray (2012) point
out that when two or more languages are commonly
used in the family or immediate community or when the
child is regularly exposed to code-mixing, the child
would have difficulties developing the original mother
tongue. This is happening in most middle and high class
homes in Zimbabwe and children are acquiring a
variable interlanguage (Shonglish) which is a result of
code-mixing.

Using our mother tongue at home can help us protect
our vernacular or indigenous languages. However,
critical linguist Halliday (1973:65) argues that, “the
language that people have access to depend on their
position in society or social system. This is true of most
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first class families studied. In Zimbabwe the use of
English has been taken to reflect the community
member’s level of education and class in society. Some
of these families make deliberate decisions to use
English and only bring in Shona terms and phrases here
and there in their conversations or utterances. They have
pride in using English as it reflects their education level,
the degree and role of literacy in their homes and
community, expectations for their children’s education
and language proficiency in the dominant language that
is English.

It is therefore clear that Shona is an endangered
language. The fact that English is being used as a
medium of communication in educational institutions
starting as early as pre-school, though government
policy says it should start at grade three level, has
forced many families to start using English with their
children as early as the language development stages.
There are also complicated political and economic
problems surrounding survival of the Shona language as
English stands as the official language of Zimbabwe
adopted from its colonial days. This has had much
influence on shaping the linguistic map of Zimbabwe.

CONCLUSION

The Shona literacy heritage is being undermined by the
dominance of English as the high variety in Zimbabwe.
After achieving independence, Zimbabwe maintained
the colonial language that is English, in its social and
official functions even though it is not the first language
of the majority of the population. This has seen most
middle and high class citizens practicing bilingualism
and code-mixing is assumed to be normal. As a result
the originality of the Shona language is declining as
there is now Shonglish which is an anglicized Shona
dialect. The social organization at home exposes the
child to two languages at an early stage as the bilingual
family incorporates English terms and phrases into their
daily conversations.

The government policy towards English has promoted
the English culture resulting in the suppression of the
local languages. It was the root of the preference of
English over the local languages especially among the
middle and high class families in Zimbabwe. The
survival of the Shona language is under threat as some
middle and high class families make deliberate
decisions to use English in most of their utterances and
rarely bring in Shona terms and phrases. This has also
become the root of the division between the rural and
urban population. The loss of mother tongue can lead to
loss of national identity, hence the need to protect our
indigenous languages.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Using our mother tongue at our homes can help
provide a basis and the important instrument
needed for an effective language revitalisation
programme in Zimbabwe.

In Zimbabwe local languages are recognized as
provincial languages and it is clear that they
are not to be officially recognized as national
languages which is a privilege that is being
enjoyed by English the H-variety in Zimbabwe,
however they should be allowed to dominate to
a certain level, say grade three as the
government once passed as policy though this
is not active on the ground. This may help
maintain national identity.

The Zimbabwean society should be made
aware of the issues of language vitality and
reality, and should be educated about the actual
threat of language loss in order to succeed in
the language revitalization programme.

The home, educational institutions and industry
and commerce should work together to
maintain, by keeping in use the existing Shona
terms and phrases instead of replacing them
with the English ones.
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