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Abstract

Students in Tanzania struggle each day to comprehend not only the mathematics material being taught, but also the language in which the lesson is instructed in.  In order for Tanzanian students to truly understand the material, the class should be taught in the tongue of the students, Kiswahili, as opposed to the tongue of government officials, English.  The struggle exists not only because the students are still learning English, but also because the teachers are not fluent in English either.  Struggling with the language new material, especially material taught in the language of mathematics, makes the learning process more than many students can handle, which causes them to perform poorly on their exams and prevent graduates from truly understanding material taught in the school.  The exams, all written in English, are the main reasons for teaching in the English language for these exams determine whether or not the student passes to the next form.  Thus, it is vital that the courses be taught in Kiswahili, with emphasis on the main points in English, so as to allow both student understanding and success on the national exams.
The Necessity of Kiswahili Language in the Tanzanian Mathematics Classroom

The form one classroom at Sekei Secondary School in Arusha, Tanzania buzzed as the students chatted about their weekend, homework, and what they are going to do that night.  Suddenly, the class quieted down and turned to face the front of the classroom.  The teacher had just stepped into the room.  “Good morning students,” the teacher greeted them.  The students rose from their seats, “good morning sir.”  Class had begun.  The teacher began the lesson talking about significant figures, emphasizing the pronunciation over and over “siggggnific-ant figgggures.”  Throughout the class period, the teacher asked students how many significant figures existed in the various numbers on the board.  A few students would raise their hands, but most did not.  Instead, they did their best to avoid eye contact so they would not be called upon.  The teacher noticed this quickly and called directly on the students who did not want to give their input.  When questioned, the student rose from their seat and picked a number at random.  The teacher immediately scolded them for not knowing the answer and asked again how many existed.  To this, the student responded quietly, “I do not know sir.”  The class continued like this for the rest of the period.  The teacher questioned the students, and they either guessed, responded correctly, or shook their head indicating that they either did not understand the question or did not know the answer.

Tanzanian classrooms all resemble this form one classroom.  One would assume that the timid responses from the students indicates that they do not understand what is being taught, but instead it is the language barrier that causes the issue.  This becomes evident later in the lesson as the number of hands being raised reduces to none.  The teacher switched to Kiswahili and suddenly hands began to shoot into the air.  Kiswahili, the language 90% of the students speak, is necessary to have in the classroom for students to understand the material (Rubagumya, 1991).  However, since all the exams are written in English the entire period cannot be in Kiswahili.  Thus it is critical to find a balance between English and Kiswahili in the mathematics classroom. 
Many studies involving teachers instructing a lesson to students in English and then the same lesson again in Kiswahili have been performed to truly analyze the issue.  One study, performed by Brock-Utne (2007), showed that when taught in English, the lesson was much more forced and painful for both the students and the teacher.  According to Brock-Utne, the teacher required the students to remain standing in the classroom until they answered a question correctly.  Most of the lesson was not covered and students seemed afraid to answer because they were bound to get their answer wrong.  During the questioning, students peeked at the books they were given and tried to pick out words that worked to answer the problem (Brock-Utne, 2007).  Almost all sentences ended with “are we together?” and the response was silence (Brock-Utne, 2007).  Students did not know English well enough to elaborate on their thoughts and were punished when they could not respond effectively (Brock-Utne, 2007).  In Kiswahili, the students took in the lesson very well.  They were able to have a good group discussion, volunteered readily to give their answers, and seemed to really enjoy the lesson for “there was a lot of laughter in the classroom, all pertaining to the lesson taught” (Brock-Utne, 2007).  The teacher got through the entire lesson and expanded on the lesson, teaching the class new vocabulary words and concepts that were beyond the standards (Brock-Utne, 2007).  Students wanted to answer since they enjoyed it and eagerly through their hands in the air and waved them until they were called on (Brock-Utne, 2007).  Brock-Utne (2007) stressed that students could discuss the various topics because they were able to find the words in Kiswahili necessary to discuss them, while in English they did not know the language well enough to even begin to pick words that could be used in the discussion.  It was a complete 180 degree turn from the class being taught in English, which made the question, why do we teach in English if students understand the material better in Kiswahili, continually pop into the researchers’ heads.
The question of why Kiswahili is not taught in the classroom if it is easier for students to understand and for teachers to instruct in is constantly being asked by people.  The answer lies with the people that are in power. According to Rubagumya (1991), these better socio-economic patrons have access to English and are the ones requiring it to be used for instruction in the schools.  They use English for writing government papers, bills, and reports (Rubagumya, 1991).  Trade amongst other countries encourages the use of English as well; however, the majority of the country uses Kiswahili (Rubagumya, 1991).  Even parliamentary debates are in Kiswahili (Rubagumya, 1991). As a whole, 90% of Tanzanians primarily speak Kiswahili, while “it is estimated that only about 5% of the population would, on top of Kiswahili and a vernacular, have some knowledge of English” (Rubagumya, 1991).  The remaining population speaks one of the other 120 vernacular languages (Rubagumya, 1991).  Therefore, the majority of Tanzanians will never know English well. Additionally, Rubagumya (1991) further explained that those who do manage to master English tend to seclude themselves from those who do not know the dialect, marrying others who also speak English and thus ensure the next generation only includes a very small amount of literate English speakers in Tanzania.  The struggle begins in a child’s early teen years when English begins to be spoken in the classroom.
Brock-Utne & Holmarsdottir (2003) noted that when students enter primary school the instruction is primarily Kiswahili; however, this all changes once the students enter into secondary school.  In secondary schools, English enters into the classroom and lays root in the curriculum and Kiswahili is now, by law, taught as the second language (Brock-Utne & Holmarsdottir, 2003).  It is evident that “the use of English adversely affects the learning process” (Brock-Utne & Holmarsdottir, 2003).  To keep students from getting very low grades in their courses, some teachers attempt to either code-switch or code-mixing (Brock-Utne & Holmarsdottir, 2003).  Code-switching is a useful technique that involves stating a sentence first in English and then repeating it in Kiswahili (Brock-Utne & Holmarsdottir, 2003).  While it helps with understanding of what is being said, Brock-Utne & Holmarsdottir (2003) state that it wastes a lot of time and causes the students to fall even further behind.  Code-mixing, the technique involving switching between two languages in the same sentence, is also useful but not as helpful as code-switching since some words are never translated into English, but remain in Kiswahili (Brock-Utne & Holmarsdottir, 2003).  Both techniques, although time consuming, result in better scores on tests because the exams at the end of the term are written in English.  Yet, the issue of the mathematics language as another barrier to students’ understanding still remains as an obstacle to students even when Kiswahili is used completely or sparingly.
According to Gorgorio & Planas (2001), “the mathematics register is not the same as the everyday language register; the main language is not the same as the official language in the classroom.”  Mathematics dialect is just as hard, if not more difficult to understand than the English language for many students.  In Tanzanian classrooms at the secondary level, students learning mathematics are expected to comprehend full lessons in both English and mathematics, which they are not fluent in.  The difficulties many minority language students experience includes struggling to understand some everyday words in the statements of the mathematical activities (Gorgorio & Planas).  The students are expected to complete homework assignments and take exams, when they have trouble reading the problems to begin with.  For many students, it is not as difficult to have an every day conversation, but when it comes to using specific mathematics terminology and vocabulary, they are presented with a large challenge.  As a result, students will memorize definitions rather than understanding the material.  The study (Learning thru familiar language) found that students were afraid to answer the teacher in English during mathematics lessons because they did not want to be wrong.  The students would look in books or notes to try to find words relating to the question since the students could not express their thoughts in English.  This was evident in the classroom environment in Sekei Secondary School in Arusha.  When called on to answer a question, students would stand up and recite the answer as an exact definition from their notes.
Qorro (2006) stated, “The language of instruction is an indispensable medium for carrying, or transmitting education from teachers to learners and among learners.”  Using English as the language of instruction in Tanzania classrooms slows down the learning process for students.  As students fall behind, unable to keep up, teachers may have to speak slowly, and repeat information several times.  However, simplifying the content may actually obscure the mathematical concepts, causing students to miss out on significant knowledge (Gorgorió & Planas).  This a major issue because mathematics builds on previous knowledge.  If students miss out on key concepts because of either oversimplification or lack of understanding, they will fall behind even quicker.  For example, if a student were to miss a lesson on writing proofs, they will struggle with further proofs with topics such as congruence and similarity.  Thus, it is crucial to solidify student understanding of material before moving on to future lessons.  An important aspect of true understanding of mathematics is critical thinking.  By using English as the language of instruction, these students are missing out on opportunities to ask, discuss, doubt and challenge, which leads to less critical thinking (Eskola).
Signs reading “SPEAK ENGLISH” can be found posted in the classrooms of schools in Tanzania.  This puts extra pressure on students to only speak English.  Students may also fear asking questions if they cannot figure out how to ask in English, as they could be punished for speaking in Kiswahili.  This also contributes to students falling behind.  Even when a teacher asks “Does everyone understand?” the typical response is silence or a few head nods.  Students are afraid to speak up and ask a question, or to tell the teacher they do not understand.  According to Qorro, lack of proficiency in the language of instruction, results in poor performance in subjects taught in that language.  This explains the difficulties many students face in the mathematics classroom in Tanzania.
Several benefits arise from teaching in the students’ primary language, in this case, Kiswahili.  First, students are more likely to participate.  In the study performed by Brock-Utne (2007), students fared very well with a lesson taught in Kiswahili, their primary language.  The students volunteered frequently, participated in group discussions, and overall seemed to enjoy the lesson significantly more than when they were taught in English (Brock-Utne, 2007).  Students were comfortable in this classroom environment, as they could clearly express their thoughts and reasoning without having to worry about finding the correct words to use in English (Brock-Utne, 2007).  As Brock-Utne (2007) stated, “Students taught in Kiswahili were very active, were posing questions themselves and answered questions from the teacher eagerly and with many sentences.”
Additionally, Qorro (2006) discusses how a person’s knowledge of their first language serves as a foundation for learning a second language.  This implies that learning English is based on the learner’s previous knowledge of Kiswahili.  By choosing English as the language of instruction upon entering secondary school, students will struggle to adjust, as they are fully immersed in English.  Qorro also states that “As a matter of efficiency and efficacy, only the language which teachers and students understand can effectively function as the language of instruction. Only when teachers and students understand the language of instruction are they able to discuss, debate, ask and answer questions, ask for clarification and therefore construct and generate knowledge.”  Students will be able to learn the mathematics more efficiently, and other subjects for that matter, through the use of Kiswahili as the language of instruction since both the teachers and students alike are more versed in Kiswahili than English.

Lack of teacher training and fluency in English present another challenge in the classroom.  Eskola (2009) points out the importance of quality of teachers in creating a good education, as in Tanzania, approximately 60 percent of children are taught by unqualified teachers with no other training than basic school.  (Language Policies in Tanzania) and Qorro both confirm this, indicating that most of the teachers do not fully understand English enough to be teaching in it, as many do not even have proper grammar.  Subsequently, students face even more difficulties when trying to learn other subjects, such as mathematics, taught in improper English.  Qorro also says that the quality of the teacher’s handwriting will affect the students.  If it is not legible, students will copy words incorrectly since they are not able to distinguish correct from incorrectly spelt words.  Students will not question the teacher because the teacher is the authority figure, and is thought to always be right.  Lack of teacher training in English is evident in the following example given by Qorro:

At the first Language of Instruction in Tanzania and South Africa (LOITASA) Conference in April 2002, one of the participants who was also a Headmaster of one of the Secondary Schools in Dar es Salaam reported that his school has 50 teachers out of which only three (6%) teachers were proficient in, and used correct English while teaching.

How can we expect students in a school to learn effectively when 47 out of 50 teachers at the school fail to use correct English in the classroom?


 This question resonates around Tanzania and within the hearts of the visiting teachers of Sekei Secondary School.  While it is important for students in Tanzania to learn English, this cannot occur simply through full immersion in the classroom.  We can see that this strategy is highly ineffective.  As Qorro puts it, “insisting on using English as the language of instruction in Tanzanian secondary schools and institutions of higher learning does more harm than good towards the provision of quality education as well as language teaching.”  Teachers are not properly trained or fluent enough in English to be responsible for the education of so many students.  With this way of learning, students in Tanzania are falling behind quickly.  How far are we going to let them fall before we make a change?
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