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About the speaker

Sikhumbuzo Sibanda is the founding President 
of NAETSA and has now been elected for the 
second term in office (2023-2026). He is a 
teacher and developer by profession. He has 
taught English in primary and high school and 
is currently lecturing at Rhodes University. His 
research interests are mainly in Language in 
Education policies. Sikhumbuzo also loves using 
stories as a pedagogical tool for multilingual 
classes. He is qualified in Online English 
Language Teaching, Language Teaching for the 
Planet (UK), Community-Based Participatory 
Research, and Education for Eternity (SA). 
Sikhumbuzo is also certified in Developing 
Teacher Associations, Restorative Justice, and 
Collaborative Learning Exchange (University of 
Massachusetts, Lowell). His passion is to enrich 
personal and professional lives by using 
language as an emancipatory tool.
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Misunderstanding results in conflicts

• The lack of connection between policy and practice is a direct 

result of lack of understanding/ knowledge/ mis-

understandings

• Can result in conflicts

• Today’s discussion should help to solve this issue

• We’re going to explore an Historical-structural approach 

towards  Language in Education Policies
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The Historical-Structural Approach: Some background

 A framework used to analyse and understand how language 
policies are shaped by historical and structural factors within a 
society

 Language policies don't develop in isolation

 This approach aims to uncover the deeper forces that drive 
policy development, policy decisions, actual 
implementation,and their implications. 

 Educational policies are not isolated decisions

 How to implement policies successfully
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Think about the following questions and put your ideas 
in the chat
• What do you think are historical factors/contexts that affect policy and 

practice?

• How do they influence policy and practice?
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Key points of the historical-structural approach to education 
policy include:
Historical Context

Language policies are often rooted in historical events, colonial legacies, and
power dynamics

E.g. the languages adopted before and after liberation – Afrikaans in South
Africa, the adoption of English, the loss of indigenous languages.
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Discussion in the chat, or put up your hands to speak

Give examples of historical factors that have influenced education policies  

and practice in your country/school

Discussion guide: think about historical events, colonial legacies, 

independence/liberation movements, and nation-building efforts, past policies, 

social movements, and cultural shifts.
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Other factors

Structural factors: Structural components of the education system include curriculum, 
funding mechanisms, governance structures, and teacher training.

Power Relations: Language policies are intricately linked to power relations within a 
society. Dominant groups often impose their languages on minority or marginalised 
groups as a means of asserting control and maintaining their social position.

Social Inequality: Language policies can perpetuate or exacerbate social inequalities. 
The historical-structural approach seeks to uncover how language policies contribute to 
unequal access to resources, opportunities, and social mobility.

Globalisation and Capitalism: In today's interconnected world, globalisation and 
capitalism play a significant role in shaping language policies. The spread of global 
languages (e.g., English) and economic pressures can influence language choices and 
policies.

8



www.britishcouncil.org

Discussion in the chat, or put up your hands to speak

Can you think of examples of the other factors in your own context, choose 

from: structural factors, power relations, social inequality, globalisation and 

capitalism?
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South African examples of structural features

The structural features of South African language in education policy have 
undergone significant changes since the end of apartheid in the early 1990s. 
Key structural elements include:

• Language of Instruction 

• Multilingual Education

• Language Rights and Access

• Inequality and Language Divides
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South African examples of structural features

Impact and Challenges: While some progress has been made in promoting linguistic 
diversity and addressing language inequalities in education, significant challenges persist. 
Key issues include

Language proficiency and teacher training: The lack of proficiency in indigenous 
languages and limited teacher training in multilingual education impede effective 
implementation of language policies.

Resource allocation: Insufficient resources, including textbooks and learning materials, 
hinder the development and use of indigenous languages in education.

Attitudes and perceptions: Societal attitudes towards indigenous languages                              
and their status in relation to English and Afrikaans continue to influence                         
language choices in education.

Language policy implementation: The translation of policy intentions into effective 
practices at the school level remains a challenge, particularly in under-resourced areas.
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Suggestions for way forward. What do you think? Add to 
chat or put up your hand to speak
Now that we understand the Historical-structural factors, what do you think we 

can do help in the understanding of educational policies and practice? 
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Some thoughts on the way forward

Stakeholder Engagement:

Engage various stakeholders, including educators, parents, students, 
administrators, and community members. The Historical-Structural 
approach emphasises understanding the perspectives of these 
stakeholders, as they are influenced by historical experiences and the 
existing structure. This engagement can lead to more inclusive and 
relevant policy design.

Implementation Planning:

Develop implementation strategies that consider the structural 
components of the education system. Account for resource allocation, 
training needs, and potential resistance to change. A deep understanding 
of the system's structure allows for the creation of realistic and 
achievable implementation plans
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Some thoughts on the way forward

Identity and Culture: 

Language policies are closely tied to cultural and identity 
considerations. The historical-structural approach examines how 
language policies impact individuals' sense of identity and 
connection to their cultural heritage.

Resistance and Agency: 

This approach also recognises that communities affected by 
language policies often respond with resistance and agency. 
Minority or marginalised groups may push back against dominant 
language impositions, leading to complex sociolinguistic 
dynamics. So they need to be involved.
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Conclusion

The Historical-Structural approach involves a comprehensive 
analysis of the historical context and structural elements that 
influence education. By integrating these insights into policy 
development and implementation, policymakers can create 
more informed, effective, and sustainable educational policies 
that are well-aligned with the realities of the education system 
and the needs of stakeholder
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Thank you
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