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For nearly 70 years, Al-Anon Family 
Groups, globally, has helped the families 
who live with the disease of alcoholism.

The disease of alcoholism in a family 
member or friend affects children and 
teenagers in many ways that impact on 
their behaviour and ultimately, their 
school work.

Frequently, students and educators 
do not realise that a relationship with 
an alcoholic could be a factor in poor 
performance, disruptive behaviour and 
other problems.

Alateen helps young people understand 
how alcoholism affects the lives of all who 
are associated with a problem drinker.

Alateen in South Africa
We have learned that learners are 
very cautious about attending Alateen 
meetings at their schools.

In some areas Alateen meetings are held 
in the evenings in a nearby church hall, 
community centre or somewhere secure.

Parents/guardians must give written 
permission for Alateen attendance.

Alateen South Africa has groups across 
the country.

A list of Alateen meetings may be found 
on our websites: 
http://www.alanon.org.za/meetings/
http://www.alanongauteng.co.za/
https://al-anon.org/newcomers/teen-
corner-alateen/

alanongso@iafrica.com –  
24 hr Helpline – 0861 25 66 66

Literature & more information is 
available. Just call us.

Alateen is:
...a fellowship of young Al-Anon members, usually teenagers, whose lives 
have been affected by someone else’s drinking. 

Purposes of Alateen
Young People Come Together to:
•   share experience, strength, and hope with each other
•   discuss their difficulties
•   learn effective ways to cope with their problems
•   encourage one another
•   help each other understand the principles of the Al-Anon program

Alateen Members Learn
•   compulsive drinking is a disease
•   they can detach themselves emotionally from the drinker’s problems 

while continuing to love the person
•   they are not the cause of anyone else’s drinking or behaviour
•   they cannot change or control anyone but themselves
•   they have spiritual and intellectual resources with which to develop their 

own potentials, no matter what happens at home
•   they can build satisfying and rewarding life experiences for themselves

Sponsorship & Supervision
In order to be registered as an Alateen group, there must be  

TWO Alateen Group Sponsors at each meeting. These sponsors 
– Al-Anon Members in Alateen Service (AMIAS) – are experienced 

Al-Anon members, certified through the Alateen Service 
certification process, prior to serving, and are in possession  

of a SAPS Police Clearance Certificate, renewed annually.

2021 UPDATE – COVID-19, Lockdown & Zoom
During 2019 we presented to more than 2 000 high school learners on the benefits of Alateen. The  
lockdown for South Africa,  instituted in various levels since March 2020, was first a shock and then 

as Al-Anon and Alateen moved all weekly meetings to Zoom, it not only provided our members 
with safe attendance from their homes, but solved many issues for parents. Suddenly, their teens 
were not only online for school lessons, but attending Alateen meetings from the safety of their 

homes, did not have to be transported to meetings, and could still get all the benefits of the 
Alateen programme, but see their friends there as well.

All Alateen meetings are now on Zoom, maybe attended from anywhere across the country, even 
internationally, and are held at suitable times during the day, such as late afternoon/early evening. 
The meetings are 60 mins long, attended and hosted by three officially appointed Alateen Group 

Sponsors at each meeting – Al-Anon Members in Alateen Service (AMIAS).
Our Alateen meetings are now working well for the teens, we give them time to chat to each other 

as well as attend the full meeting. We still need an indemnity form from the parent/guardian 
(Children’s Act compliance) and ask that the teens have privacy for their meeting. 

Call us for details.  
******

We believe alcoholism is a family disease because it affects all the 
members emotionally and sometimes physically. Although we cannot 

change or control our parents, we can detach from their problems while 
continuing to love them.

We do not discuss religion or become involved with any 
outside organisations. Al‑Anon has but one purpose:  
to help families of alcoholics.

UNDERSTANDING THE 
EFFECT OF ALCOHOLISM 

ON CHILDREN

FOR EDUCATORS & PRINCIPALS

What is Alateen?
3
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What is the state of SA school disruption in 
2021?

The impact of disrupted education since the COVID-19 outbreak has 
been devastating, with learners between 75% and a full school year 
behind where they should be, according to latest statistics, 
published by UNICEF in July this year. Rotational attendance, 
sporadic school closures and days off for specific grades, have 
resulted in school children losing 54% of learning time.

Some 400 000 to 500 000 learners have reportedly also dropped out of 
school altogether over the past 16-months. This is most likely for children 
living in informal urban and rural settings, with household poverty also 
playing a critical role. The total number of out of school children is now up 
to 750 000.

“The reality is that South Africa cannot afford to lose another learner or 
another hour of learning time,” said Christine Muhigana, UNICEF South 
Africa Representative. “It is urgent that we get every child back into the 
classroom, safely, now,” Muhigana added.

Being out of school not only leads to learning loss but mental distress, 
exposure to violence and abuse, missed school-based meals and reduced 
development of social skills. In the longer-term, the skills needed to 
transition into working lives will be affected. Evidence also shows that when 
children are out of school, women are twice as likely to take on childcare 
responsibilities, affecting their ability to work or search for work. 

The switch to blended learning, following the COVID-19 outbreak, was quick 
and included rotational classes, as well as access to online, radio and 
TV educational resources.

“Remote learning has been a lifeline for some children but for the most 
vulnerable in South Africa, even this was out of reach,” said Muhigana. 
Access to the devices, data and skills necessary to navigate online 
resources are simply not possible for many children. “We need to ensure 
that we prioritise vulnerable girls and boys in all our efforts to keep children 
in classrooms,” added Muhigana.

The education system can’t afford any further shocks, such as the recent 
unrest which resulted in more than 140 schools being vandalized in 
KwaZulu-Natal and Gauteng. This comes on the back of the more than 
2 000 schools that were looted and damaged during the hard COVID-19 
lockdown last year.

“The twin burden of COVID-19 and recent disruptions equally affects 
teachers, supporting and improving their well-being should be a priority,” 
said Muhigana. “We are glad that the Department of Basic Education is 
hosting the first ever ‘Teacher Wellness Seminar’ and UNICEF is committed 
to provide its full support to the education sector,” she added.

UNICEF calls on all stakeholders to ‘Reimagine Education’ to help regain the 
ground lost, by taking advantage of emerging technologies to accelerate 
education service delivery, while focusing on equity and broader partnerships 
for greater impact.

Yours in teaching
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t e c h n o l o g y  f e a t u r eonl ine learn ing

Using digital resources and 
e-books: Improve your online learning sills
By Nitesh Ramlagan, General Manager: Schools, Higher Education and TVET from Pearson South Africa

When President Cyril Ramaphosa announced a hard lockdown in March 2020 to curb the spread of 
Covid-19, along with this came the closure of all public schools for the foreseeable future. Suddenly 
millions of learners were expected to move from the classroom to a comfortable space in their home. 

N
itesh Ramlagan, General Manager: Schools, Higher Education and TVET 

from the world’s learning company Pearson believes that institutions 

need to be mindful of how they move from the physical to virtual learning 

space. “We should all realise, especially in South Africa, that not all home 

environments are created equal and not all students are going to be set up to 

excel from home.” 

If you are a learning institution, Ramlagan provides a few insights into how 

learning institutions can best empower their learners and students to dive into 

digital learning: 

Make it accessible to ALL students 
Don’t move everything online if all your students cannot take full advantage of it 

says Ramlagan. “When you think about online learning, it helps to remember 

that we still live in South Africa and there is a huge gap between the haves and 

the have nots. If you are going to take further steps towards a more 

comprehensive online learning ecosystem, you have to offer access to those who 

aren’t as privileged at home.” 

Ramlagan says this could come in the form of a computer lab, free Wi-Fi or even 

discounted data bundles for increased mobile connectivity. 

Get the parents and guardians on board 
Ramlagan says we must admit to ourselves that we are all walking through 

unchartered territory when it comes to maximising the value of the digital 

learning experience. “We all know that youngsters can be hard to motivate even 

before the pandemic and when they were in the classroom. Parents and teachers 

need to have a stronger connection when it comes to ensuring their children 

remain motivated and active.” 

Don’t forget about social interaction 
We are social creatures at the end of the day, so if we are all separated, 

Ramlagan believes it is up to the teacher to create opportunities for students to 

connect with each other as part of the online curriculum.  

“As educators, we are responsible 

to keep our students engaged. 

When everyone is online, encourage 

conversation, use breakout rooms, and 

give your students the space to interact 

with each other. There is nothing more 

powerful than giving learners the 

opportunity to figure out a problem 

amongst themselves.” 

What people demand from their learning 

is changing. Covid-19 has accelerated 

the trend to digital-first in every part 

of our lives. Millions more people are 

connected to the internet. There’s 

been massive disruption to the 

world’s workforce and to education. 

Governments and businesses need 

their people to learn new skills and 

adapt. Learning is the key to that 

change, and to the new opportunities 

it creates.  

About Pearson
Learning is the most powerful force for change in the world. More than 20 000 Pearson employees deliver our products and 

services in nearly 200 countries, all working towards a common purpose – to help everyone achieve their potential through 

learning. We do that by providing high quality, digital content and learning experiences, as well as assessments and qualifications 

that help people build their skills and grow with the world around them. We are the world’s leading learning company. 

Learn more at za.pearson.com

http://www.TheMightyPen.co.za
mailto:themightypen@vodamail.co.za
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LEARNERS WHO BENEFITED FROM THE 
ALATEEN PROGRAMME

Below are some comments from school children in the Alateen programme 
(Names are changed to protect members’ anonymity)

For nearly 70 years, Al-Anon Family 
Groups, globally, has helped the families 
who live with the disease of alcoholism.

The disease of alcoholism in a family 
member or friend affects children and 
teenagers in many ways that impact on 
their behaviour and ultimately, their 
school work.

Frequently, students and educators 
do not realise that a relationship with 
an alcoholic could be a factor in poor 
performance, disruptive behaviour and 
other problems.

Alateen helps young people understand 
how alcoholism affects the lives of all who 
are associated with a problem drinker.

Alateen in South Africa
We have learned that learners are 
very cautious about attending Alateen 
meetings at their schools.

In some areas Alateen meetings are held 
in the evenings in a nearby church hall, 
community centre or somewhere secure.

Parents/guardians must give written 
permission for Alateen attendance.

Alateen South Africa has groups across 
the country.

A list of Alateen meetings may be found 
on our websites: 
http://www.alanon.org.za/meetings/
http://www.alanongauteng.co.za/
https://al-anon.org/newcomers/teen-
corner-alateen/

alanongso@iafrica.com –  
24 hr Helpline – 0861 25 66 66

Literature & more information is 
available. Just call us.

Alateen is:
...a fellowship of young Al-Anon members, usually teenagers, whose lives 
have been affected by someone else’s drinking. 

Purposes of Alateen
Young People Come Together to:
•   share experience, strength, and hope with each other
•   discuss their difficulties
•   learn effective ways to cope with their problems
•   encourage one another
•   help each other understand the principles of the Al-Anon program

Alateen Members Learn
•   compulsive drinking is a disease
•   they can detach themselves emotionally from the drinker’s problems 

while continuing to love the person
•   they are not the cause of anyone else’s drinking or behaviour
•   they cannot change or control anyone but themselves
•   they have spiritual and intellectual resources with which to develop their 

own potentials, no matter what happens at home
•   they can build satisfying and rewarding life experiences for themselves

Sponsorship & Supervision
In order to be registered as an Alateen group, there must be  

TWO Alateen Group Sponsors at each meeting. These sponsors 
– Al-Anon Members in Alateen Service (AMIAS) – are experienced 

Al-Anon members, certified through the Alateen Service 
certification process, prior to serving, and are in possession  

of a SAPS Police Clearance Certificate, renewed annually.

2021 UPDATE – COVID-19, Lockdown & Zoom
During 2019 we presented to more than 2 000 high school learners on the benefits of Alateen. The  
lockdown for South Africa,  instituted in various levels since March 2020, was first a shock and then 

as Al-Anon and Alateen moved all weekly meetings to Zoom, it not only provided our members 
with safe attendance from their homes, but solved many issues for parents. Suddenly, their teens 
were not only online for school lessons, but attending Alateen meetings from the safety of their 

homes, did not have to be transported to meetings, and could still get all the benefits of the 
Alateen programme, but see their friends there as well.

All Alateen meetings are now on Zoom, maybe attended from anywhere across the country, even 
internationally, and are held at suitable times during the day, such as late afternoon/early evening. 
The meetings are 60 mins long, attended and hosted by three officially appointed Alateen Group 

Sponsors at each meeting – Al-Anon Members in Alateen Service (AMIAS).
Our Alateen meetings are now working well for the teens, we give them time to chat to each other 

as well as attend the full meeting. We still need an indemnity form from the parent/guardian 
(Children’s Act compliance) and ask that the teens have privacy for their meeting. 

Call us for details.  
******

We believe alcoholism is a family disease because it affects all the 
members emotionally and sometimes physically. Although we cannot 

change or control our parents, we can detach from their problems while 
continuing to love them.

We do not discuss religion or become involved with any 
outside organisations. Al‑Anon has but one purpose:  
to help families of alcoholics.

UNDERSTANDING THE 
EFFECT OF ALCOHOLISM 

ON CHILDREN

FOR EDUCATORS & PRINCIPALS

What is Alateen?

My daughter has changed so much in the past year 
since attending Alateen. There’s a new confidence, 
a renewed happiness, and more openness. She has 
the courage to share in AA meetings, and to engage 
with people outside of them. She’s growing into an 
amazing person, and I couldn’t be prouder of her. 
“Proud Mother”.

Alateen has relieved me of the stress in my life. 
I have more focus on my schoolwork and I have 
stopped overthinking everything. I have serenity in 
my life for the first time as I have stopped worrying 
about my Dad’s drinking and am more confident. 
“Jabulani”, age 11.

I have been told by my friends & family I am much 
more relaxed, calmer and more mature. I have 
been going to Alateen for nearly three years and I 
don’t worry so much about my Mom and am not so 
negative. “Lucy” now age 13.

It’s amazing how much honesty there can be in 
Alateen when alcohol is full of lies. “Maria” age 11.

Alateen has helped me stop worrying about what 
might happen at home if my parents are drinking 
and fighting. “Ray” age 12.

Alateen has helped me deal with the stress at home 
and my school marks have improved. I didn’t want 
to go to meetings at first, but now I look forward to 
the weekend meeting and seeing my friends there. 
“Rebecca”, age 15.

Before Alateen I found it very difficult to talk to other 
people at school. Now I feel freer, am much more 
confident, and understand it’s not only my family 
that has this problem. “Mark” age 14.

I used to bottle up my feelings about everything, 
until my anger would explode. At Alateen I learned 
a better, calmer way to share discuss any problems 
with my group. “Jay” age 16.

http://www.alanon.org.za/meetings/
http://www.alanongauteng.co.za/
https://al-anon.org/newcomers/teen-corner-alateen/
https://al-anon.org/newcomers/teen-corner-alateen/
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SPHS
Leaders in E-learning Sunward Park High School

An E-learning ecosystem – the holistic solution

The gamification of learning & App development

Providing E-learning tools through supplier partnerships

Created 5 000+ E-lessons for the Matthew Goniwe School of Leadership

Sharing the vision of MEC Panyaza Lesufi: 1 learner – 1 tablet; 1 teacher – 1 laptop
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project 
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CAPS-approved Content 
Pearson off ers the widest range of CAPS-
approved content in eBook format with 
key features to make learning engaging. 
Download titles once and use them offl  ine.

Supportive Teacher’s Guides
Support your teaching in the classroom. 
Access all your Teacher’s Guides in one 
application to help you with your lesson 
planning and save you time. 

Interactive eBooks
Featuring engaging and interactive 
assessment activities with immediate 
feedback. Available for a selection of subjects, 
and for Smart-Kids and Platinum Instamaths.

Study Guides
X-kit Achieve off ers a wide range of study 
resources in eBook format to make learning, 
understanding, revising and practising for 
tests and exams easy.

Enhance learning and 
teaching with eBooks
Explore our wide range of trusted CAPS-approved Learner’s Books, 
Teacher’s Guides and supplementary titles, in eBook format.

Speak to us about implementing eBooks in your school.
E: pearsonza.enquiries@pearson.com
T: 021 532 6008

Browse and purchase
Pearson eBooks at
shop.pearson.co.za
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e d u c a t i o n  m a t t e r s

opin ion

How SA schools are 
affected by the dropout rate
By Dr Veronique Genniker – Director: Marang Education Trust in partnership with Pearson South Africa

Recently, Basic Education Minister Angie Motshekga revealed that only 68% of South Africa’s youth 
complete Grade 11, and about 52% of graduates Matriculate. 

W
hile there are indeed many factors that contribute to this significant 

dropout rate (such as family responsibility, weak learning foundations 

and poverty), the most common reason for dropping out of school is 

repeating grades. Given the massive disruption that the nationwide Covid-19 

lockdown has already had on the education system, it is expected that failure 

rates will likely increase for at least the next year or two.

Over their lifetime, international studies have shown that dropouts typically 

earn less, suffer from poorer health as adults, and are more likely to commit 

crime than those who complete school. Educational institutions around the 

country urgently need new strategies to ensure that fewer grade failures occur, 

and secondly that fewer learners drop out of school because of having to 

repeat grades. 

First and foremost, better engagement with parents should be a priority. Parent 

involvement in learners’ school activity tends to decline as students get older, 

yet dropouts typically occur at the higher grades. Considering this, staying in 

regular contact with parents, providing more regular feedback and keeping 

parents informed of interventions and academic support for struggling learners, 

should be considered. 

Next, cultivating stronger relationships with individual learners can also aid in 

retaining potential dropouts. Encouraging small groups of students to regularly 

meet and speak with staff members have been shown to give learners the 

structure and support that they may need to perform better academically and 

remain in school if they happen to fail a grade. 

From there, having policies and protocols in place to identify early warning signs 

in learners can make a significant difference. Collaborating with staff, parents 

and other academic institutions can provide multiple sources of information that 

could be used to gauge a learner’s progress and state of mind – and ultimately 

help to identify signs of potential failures 

long before they escalate into a situation 

where the learner leaves school.

Lastly, rethinking the school’s schedules 

may be an important factor in helping 

learners succeed. Keep in mind that 

in many communities, issues such as 

load shedding, public transport, and 

many more factors can have a profound 

impact on learners’ energy levels and 

ability to attend school on time. Forward-

thinking schools should keep these 

challenges in mind when scheduling 

tests, exams, and school attendance 

times. 

While these interventions are by no 

means easy to incorporate into an 

already-busy school, we believe that 

they are incredibly necessary if South 

Africa is to make any improvements to 

its dismal education numbers.  

About Pearson
Learning is the most powerful force 

for change in the world. More than 

20 000 Pearson employees deliver 

our products and services in nearly 

200 countries, all working towards a 

common purpose – to help everyone 

achieve their potential through 

learning. We do that by providing 

high quality, digital content and 

learning experiences, as well as 

assessments and qualifications that 

help people build their skills and 

grow with the world around them. We 

are the world’s leading learning 

company. 

Learn more at za.pearson.com

Teachers,
turn good into great
with our range of CAPS-approved textbooks
including Platinum, Spot On, Focus and Today

Explore our trusted CAPS-approved range of textbooks 
or contact a Pearson Key Account Manager to learn more, 
visit za.pearson.com/schools.html
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“

Expert advice on Grade 9 subject choice
Choosing the subjects they will sit for during the National Senior Certificate exam three years from now 
is an important and challenging task facing Grade Nines at the moment, because this combination of 
subjects will influence their choices down the line, and impact on performance and motivation over the 
next three years and beyond. Therefore Grade Nines should, with the help of their parents, guardians, 
teachers and outside experts, give careful consideration to the factors at play before settling on their 
final subject combination, an education expert says.

T
he world changed last year – not just because schooling and work were 

disrupted and not just because both had to happen from home in ways 

never imagined before. The world changed because we are unlikely to go 

back to what we experienced in 2019,” says Natasha Madhav, Senior Head of 

Programme: Faculty of ICT at The IIE.

Even if we go back fully to school or work in buildings, the way we work, teach, 

and learn will always be different as we face the possibility of future disruptions 

or changes in skills that are in demand, she says.

“It has long been said that one needs to prepare young people for jobs that do 

not exist, but this has never been a concept that has been crystallised in a way 

that really helped one make decisions. Perhaps it is clearer now to focus on 

preparing for a world of work that is changed and focusing on industries and skill 

sets that are and will be in demand, rather than on jobs with names that are 

familiar to us.  

“So, for instance, law has not vanished as a field, but most lawyers now need 

to consult online as easily as they do in person and they can collaborate in real 

time with colleagues all over the place.  They also need to be advising people on 

both physical and digital implications of what they do.”  

Unfortunately, those giving career advice may not have made the transitions, 

says Madhav.

One of the key issues to consider is the fact that automation is on the rise, and 

that technological adoption by companies will transform jobs and in-demand 

skills in future. And, as noted by the WEF in their most recent Future of Jobs 

report, skills gaps will continue to be high as in-demand skills across jobs 

change in the next five years.

As noted in the report: The top skills and 

skill groups which employers see as 

rising in prominence in the lead up to 

2025 include groups such as critical 

thinking and analysis as well as problem-

solving, and skills in self-management 

such as active learning, resilience, 

stress tolerance and flexibility… 

On average, companies estimate that 

around 40% of workers will require 

reskilling of six months or less and 94% 

of business leaders report that they 

expect employees to pick up new skills 

on the job, a sharp uptake from 65% 

in 2018.

“Trying to cover all your bases taking 

into account all eventualities can 

become quite confusing, particularly if 

you don’t yet know what you want to do 

after school, so we advise Grade Nines 

to consider the holistic 3-P approach 

when weighing the pros and cons of 

various subject combinations,” says 

Dr Gillian Mooney, Dean: Academic 

Development and Support at The IIE.

She says Grade Nines are required to 

select at least seven subjects on which 

they will be tested in Matric, four of 

which are compulsory: Home Language, 

Second Language, Maths or Maths 

Literacy, and Life Orientation. The 

balance then, are elective subjects, and 

should be chosen after careful 

consideration.

“When considering your options for this 

balance of subjects, you should take 

into account your Passion, your 

Performance, as well as the Potential 

options available to you in future,” 

she says.

l e a r n e r s ,  t e a c h e r s  &  p a r e n t s

subjec t  choice

>> to page 16
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Passion
Dr Mooney says one of the benefits of the current situation, where much 

work is done independently at home by learners and therefore without peers 

or teachers influencing perceptions, is that learners will be able to get a 

better idea of which subjects they are passionate about.

“If you find yourself drawn to a particular subject, or that you have a natural 

feel for it, that’s a definite sign that you should consider it as part of your 

subject choice bundle. Of course, it may be that you are good at something 

but have no idea how that can translate into a possible career down the line.

“In that case, it would be a great idea to approach career centres and 

student counsellors – online for now of course – at higher education 

institutions and discuss with them potential fields in which this subject may 

play a role. That will have the double benefit of revealing careers you may not 

have been aware of, as well as providing a boost of motivation to commit to 

doing even better because now you know where your passion might take you 

in future.”

Potential
Even if you already have an idea of what you want to study after school, you 

should still leave as many doors as possible open to allow for a change of 

heart later, and that is where so-called ‘gateway’ subjects enter the picture.

“Certain subjects such as Maths and Science allow you to keep your options 

open, as many areas of further study require them. If you are one of the many 

who struggle with precisely these subjects, it may be worth keeping only one 

of them so that you can focus your efforts,” says Mooney.

“The aim is to ensure that your choice positions you well to pursue as wide 

a range of qualifications as possible, that will allow you to demonstrate a 

well-rounded foundation when you leave school.”

Mooney adds that learners struggling with a particular subject now because 

of the changed circumstances of lockdown should not just give up and walk 

away from it.

“Things may be harder now, but it 

is worth persevering and getting 

additional help if necessary,” 

she says.

Performance
It is important to also include 

subjects that will boost your Matric 

aggregate, Dr Mooney says.

“Because of the greater academic 

demands at higher education level, 

and the limited space at public 

universities and private higher 

education institutions, admission to 

higher education is performance-

based – meaning simply that those 

with better marks stand a better 

chance of landing a space.

“So it makes sense to choose one 

or two subjects which will boost your 

aggregate and improve your chances 

of being accepted into the higher 

education institution and qualification 

of your choice,” she says.

Mooney says although our current 

environment is challenging due to Covid-

19 and the resultant lockdowns, Grade 

Nines should still look to the future and 

focus on what they can do now to 

broaden their options in future.

“We don’t know what the future will look 

like, not in the short term nor the long 

term. Yes, we are facing unprecedented 

challenges, but with that, we will also be 

facing new opportunities and different 

ways of doing in future. Where in the 

past the road after school was quite 

standard for many, who opted to pursue 

historically prestigious degrees without 

giving it much thought, the world of work 

has been changing and will change 

dramatically.”

So be sure you are aware of emerging 

careers, and that you position yourself 

in such a way that you’ll be prepared for 

the workplace of the future, not the 

workplace of the past.  

l e a r n e r s ,  t e a c h e r s  &  p a r e n t s
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Laying the multilingual groundwork:  
why mother-tongue learning matters
By Dennis Lamberti, Managing Director at The Learning Studio

Imagine moving to the Democratic Republic of the Congo as a first language English speaker and trying 
to learn French. The experience might be overwhelming at first, the words difficult to pronounce and the 
grammatical rules impossible to remember. But gradually, you’ll start to find your way. The alphabet, 
barring the odd accent, is the same, and even if you struggle to speak French, you’ll likely quickly start 
to recognise written words and phrases.

N
ow imagine attempting to learn a foreign language without being literate 

in your own. Imagine having no foundation to fall back on: no grasp of 

basic spelling, tenses, or parts of speech and how they work. With no 

one to communicate to you verbally in a language you understand, you’re 

absolutely in the dark: the sounds around you incomprehensible and the 

letters meaningless.

September marks International Literacy Month. Held for the first time in 1967, 

International Literacy Day represents “an opportunity for governments, civil 

society and stakeholders to highlight improvements in world literacy rates and 

reflect on the world’s remaining literacy challenges,” says the United Nations. 

This year’s theme, “Literacy and Multilingualism”, has particular relevance in 

South Africa, a country known for its progressive Constitution and, famously, 

its 11 official languages. But what does multilingualism mean in practice in this 

context? And what are the benefits and challenges of prioritising it, especially in 

the adult education and training (AET) space?

Where language and literacy intersect
Whether learners – both children and adults – should be educated in their mother 

tongue or English first is a contested topic, with champions and opponents 

on both ends of the spectrum. South Africa’s educational policy recommends 

mother-tongue instruction until Grade 3, after which most schools switch to 

English. Generally, AET institutions adopt a similar approach.

The reasons for this have been well researched. If you don’t have enough of a 

foundation in your own language, many local and international studies suggest, 

you’re unlikely to grasp concepts in another. Mother-tongue instruction has 

also been shown to make people more confident learners, and better able to 

absorb another language – such as English – as they progress through their 

studies. Adopting a multilingual approach, in other words, largely improves levels 

of literacy.

In AET, it’s also important not to dissuade learners who may already feel insecure 

about their academic knowledge or abilities. Perhaps even more than children, 

adult learners need to feel comfortable with the content before them. One of the 

most important ways to achieve this is to provide educational material to adults 

in languages they understand.

Shortcomings and solutions
In her article on South Africa’s multilingual education policy, Kathleen Heugh 

suggests that the quality of the lessons and materials that children in South 

Africa receive complicates the language-literacy debate. “What makes it worse for 

children who have received poor reading and writing instruction and inadequate 

provision of reading materials in their 

home language is that they are expected 

to switch over,” she says, “and to read, 

write, and navigate their way, from the 

fourth grade on, through a curriculum in 

English that they barely understand.”

The AET space can be problematic in 

much the same way. Fortunately, some 

of the technological advances developed 

by Media Works, one of South Africa’s 

leading AET providers, have helped to 

deal with these issues. Media Works 

understands that adult learners need 

to work with high-quality and easy-to-

understand content. Digital education 

has therefore been a teaching method 

for decades and, more recently, the 

Media Works team has introduced 

multilingual “bubbles” into its Accelerate 

Pro programme.

Bubbles are QR codes that are built 

into Accelerate Pro’s material. They 

provide learners with immediate access 

to multimedia lessons that explain 

complicated concepts in easy and 

accessible ways. For the first time, 

these bubbles are now available in 

isiZulu, Sesotho, Setswana, as well 

as English and Afrikaans. Having this 

information available at the literal touch 

of a button enables people to learn at 

their own pace and in a language they 

are comfortable in, which fuels literacy.

When it comes to AET, multilingual 

instruction and material should always 

be an option. While the transition to 

English, still the language of further 

learning and business in South Africa, is 

important, this move is only going to be 

possible if the groundwork is laid first.  

ACCELERATED AET

The gift of education is yours to 
give and ours to deliver.

Media Works, experts in Adult 
Education and Training (AET) 
bring you Accelerate Pro.

Find us on 
www.mediaworks.co.za

BEST
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NOW EVEN
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